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To my dogs, my personal dragons.
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Chapter One




Alice stared down at the golden goose egg, which was most certainly not supposed to be in a puppy whelping box.

She had come to the hound kennels to check on Junebug, the Earl’s prized dog. Sure enough, Junebug now had a brick red New Mother temporary tag floating over her head and five squirming puppies nuzzled up to her belly. The intensity of the red tag would fade as the pups grew and were eventually weaned.

However, it seemed Junebug wasn’t just prized for her foxhunting skills.

She had somehow generated a class seed. An item that was so rare, Alice had only recognized it from stories. It was one of the few voluntary ways to change one’s class.

Alice reached for the golden egg, which was shoved up against the opposite side of the wooden box away from the puppies. Her fingers hesitated a fraction of an inch from the shell.

No. Skin-on-skin contact would activate it. Then she would never be able to sell it.

Glancing over her shoulder to make sure the Kennel Manager was nowhere near, she pulled the sleeve of her sweater over her hand. She grabbed the egg and shoved it into the front pocket of her apron.

No need to worry about breaking the shell. This wasn’t truly an egg. It only looked like one.

Various Scholars and Priests classes debated whether class seeds sprung into the world randomly or out of a moment of need as a gift from the System. They famously generated in war-torn zones as if the System wanted to help soldiers in dire straits. As such, they were hard to destroy.

No sooner had Alice hidden the egg, when she heard footsteps behind her.

Old Roy, the Kennel Manager, stomped into view.

“Who’s there? Oh, is that you, Alice?”

“It’s me,” she confirmed. “Just checking on Junebug.”

He snorted and wobbled up to her. “Well? She birth yet?”

“Five pups so far,” Alice said, quashing a spike of irritation.

Roy was the ranked classer here, so he was in charge. But the hounds were so well-leveled that they were intelligent enough to not cause trouble. Roy had coasted in his duties for years, leaving it up to General Laborers like Alice to take up the slack.

The only aspiration she had to get a better class of her own was to show aptitude and hope the System would see and reward her.

What she wouldn’t give for a Kennel Worker, Animal Caretaker, or Veterinarian Assistant identification tag.

Alice didn’t dare tell anyone this, of course. Nor did she allow any distaste for the smell of alcohol wafting off Roy to cross her face. The man had been in his office drinking again.

“By the way Junebug’s panting, there may be a few more puppies coming,” she said.

Roy grunted and looked over. “You didn’t touch any of the pups, girl?”

She shook her head quickly and backed a step, just in case he tried to take a swipe at her.

Roy narrowed his eyes, but either believed her or didn’t care enough to push. With a series of grunts and exaggerated grimaces, he maneuvered his large bulk into the straw-lined whelping box and reached to touch the puppies one by one.

As he did, the empty area over the newborn puppies’ heads flashed with a Common Hound tag. That was quite a few ranks lower than Junebug’s Prize Hound tag.

From what Roy had claimed, the Kennel Master class gave random bonuses to newborn pups under his care.

Alice suspected that it may be a bunch of bunk. She’d never seen a newborn puppy with anything more promising than an Uncommon Hound tag.

“Worthless,” Roy muttered, laboriously standing again.

She looked down at the tiny, squirming puppies. “You don’t know that. They might earn a better class once they grow up a little.”

“Doubtful. You start as trash, you end as trash.” Roy turned, unknowing or uncaring he was speaking to a General Laborer and stomped back to his office, and his drink.

As Alice watched him go, her hand slipped to touch over her apron pocket.

People generally started with the classes of one of their parents, or in rare cases, the class of a far-gone relative. That meant the families of General Laborers usually stayed General Laborers. Even noble bastards only had at best a 50/50 shot of being a Gentleman or Gentlewoman, which was their starting rank.

If someone worked hard, dedicated themselves to a single task, and the System felt generous that day... they might earn an upgraded class.

Or they could buy a Class Seed. Just like the one Alice had in her pocket. People paid fabulous amounts of money for a chance at greatness. Either way, if she kept or sold it, her life was about to change.

“I won’t stay trash forever,” she muttered, but so quietly, it was doubtful Junebug even heard her.
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Through iron will, Alice kept from checking her pocket through the rest of her long day of chores.

No employer of sense wanted to lose a General Laborer, which by law could be paid at lower rates than more specialized classes. Even the Gardeners and House Maids had the class skills to earn a higher wage.

It wasn’t much, but in the stratified world of class hierarchies, it meant everything.

By design, Alice’s duties were general and varied. A little of this, a little of that, so it would be harder to specialize. Sometimes she’d wash the outside windows or pull weeds in the garden. She’d chop firewood or haul furniture out of the unused rooms for storage.

She tried to take all the time she could in the kennels, but when Roy caught her working too often, she’d be sent to the washing rooms for a few weeks. That diluted her System experience.

With a sigh, she activated her class sheet.

Alice Turner

Age: 19

Class: General Laborer

Level: 20

Rank: 1

Class Skills

Cleaning (Rank 1 25% bonus): 40

General Stamina (Rank 1 30% bonus): 37

General Strength (Rank 1 15% bonus): 35

That short page was the sum total of her life’s work. Her bottom-level, low class meant she was allowed three skills, which had been automatically assigned by the System.

Eventually, through the toil of years, she could move those skills to level 100 each. Then she’d gain Rank 2 and be eligible for another skill.

Not all classes were like this. Alice had heard rumors of marvelous benefits, of skills and ranks raining down on the children of those born lucky.

General Laborer was at the bottom of the bottom, and most found it impossible to dig themselves out.

All of which was the reason why the class-seed was so valuable.

Getting a new class would alter the course of her life. But she had no way of knowing what this seed would change her class to until she used it.

There were specialized Merchants who could tell her, but she had virtually no status, no powerful friends to protect her, and no one to believe her if someone decided to take the seed for their own.

That made selling it tricky, though not impossible. There were high-end auction houses with supposedly good reputations. First, she had to find a safe way to get to one.

Or she could use the seed herself. Change her own life. That was a risk, too. But what if she disliked her new change? What if, instead of General Laborer, she became something completely unsuited to her, like a Musician?

Alice had always loved animals, working with them, and taking care of them. She found it easier to deal with animal kind than humankind.

Yes, her life would improve if she became a Seamstress, Merchant, or Politician, though none of those would make her happy.

But would it be better than the life I have now? She wondered.

Changing her class would be forever, and she doubted she’d ever find another class-seed.

Alice struggled with that question all through the day and found she still didn’t have an answer when the sun went down at the end of her shift.

Bone tired from a day of work, and mind weary from the weight of her decisions, Alice went back to her room.

All General Laborers received housing as part of their pay. It wasn’t much. An old, converted barn with the walls stuffed with straw to make it just warm enough for human beings, and the inside sectioned out into individual cubicles. She shared hers with Dolly, another General Laborer.

Between herself and Dolly, they kept the cubicle clean. The Duke’s House Mage came by to refresh cooling and heating charms on the walls to make the extreme ends of summer and winter bearable. While Alice shared the bathroom facilities with everybody else, she knew she lived better than some General Laborers.

At least, that’s what she told herself.

Alice’s mind still turned over the question of what she was going to do with the class-seed. As such, she missed the warning signs from her roommate as she walked in.

Dolly had half of her clothing spread out across both beds. Unlike Alice, she spent most of her money, and resold gifts her lovers gave her — on expanding her outfits.

Dolly’s face was done up with expensive paints, and her black hair was tied up in curlers.

Alice stopped short, then groaned. “Oh Dolly, I thought we talked about this…”

“Breyden loves me,” Dolly sniffed. “And I realized that, while you’re coming from a good place, you’re also jealous.”

Carefully, Alice sat down on the very edge of her own bed, which was the only part not covered with clothing. “Dolly,” she said patiently. “Breyden is a son of an Earl —“

“Fourth son. He told me his father won’t object to our marriage.”

Confrontation made Alice sick to the stomach, but Dolly was being stupid with her future. “I’ve heard he’s gotten two of the Chambermaids pregnant this year…”

Dolly whirled on her. She had applied half her blush, making one cheek stand out much redder than the other. “Those girls were lying!”

“Who told you that? Breyden?”

“He’s Sir Breyden to you.” The non-painted side of her face had gone red with anger, matching the other. “Besides, if I get pregnant… Well, there’s a chance the baby will have his class…”

Alice couldn’t believe Dolly was being so stupid. “It takes fourteen years to find out anybody’s class. Dolly, have you… Has he…”

She couldn’t finish, too mortified at the idea. Unwed single mothers who were General Laborers were not treated kindly by society. Their value was in stolid, dependable work. That became difficult with a baby to look after.

“You are such a child.” Dolly rolled her eyes and then turned to finish the rest of her makeup.

Alice wanted to talk some sense into her, but it felt like her throat had closed up. She’d never been good with confrontation, and she just knew Dolly would lash out at anything she said.

Alice hated herself but kept silent as the grave as Dolly finished getting ready. Judging by the amount of makeup she put on and the low-cut shirt, she planned an evening with Breyden.

Dolly turned back once to look Alice up and down with a critical eye. “You know, you’re not going to get anywhere unless you start taking chances. Do you want to be a General Laborer forever?”

“I—“

“Well, think about it. Breyden has other brothers, and I suppose you’re pretty enough to catch one’s eye.”

Then she flounced out, brushing past the curtain that functioned as their door.

Tears welled up in Alice’s eyes. She quickly brushed them away.

Over the years, she had received some attention from other boys—even looks from noble heirs, but she didn’t want romance. She wanted a better life.

And what had she done to get it? Skulked around the kennels and hoped that the System would someday notice and change her class. She was pathetic.

She had the means to change her life right now, and she had been too afraid to even take it out of her pocket.

Alice liked to live a careful, considerate, quiet life. She knew she shouldn’t let Dolly’s words get to her, but… the other girl was right, wasn’t she? People could work for a lifetime without the System offering a class change. To most, it was a pipe dream.

Meanwhile, if she decided to sell the class-seed and got swindled, instead, or the seed stolen… She would never forgive herself.

Maybe the System has seen me and this is its answer. I can change my life right now, and I don’t need anybody else to do it.

I just have to be brave enough to try.

Any other class is better than General Laborer.

Alice got up, firmly yanked the curtain across the cubicle shut so not a gap showed through, and then pulled out the egg-shaped seed with her bare fingers.

It activated in a flash of light.


Chapter Two




In that brief flash of light, Alice thought she heard/felt/saw a question.

What do you want?

Her answer felt as if it was pulled from the middle of her skull: I want to be happy. I want to be able to make friends. I don’t want to be scared anymore.

It all happened at the speed of thought, and a moment later, she wasn’t sure if it had been in her imagination or not.

Congratulations! You have activated a class change seed!

You are able to change your class from General Laborer to She of Many Dragons.

This is a one-time offer. Do you wish to accept?

Alice gasped and then quickly slammed her hand over her mouth to stifle the sound.

She looked around with held breath, but no one poked their head into the cubicle to see what was going on.

She looked back at the egg-shaped class seed.

Dragons?

The monsters who slew entire cities? Who hoarded gold? The ones that class adventurers hunted for years to slay for their experience?

Was this… a dark class? Something forbidden?

No other information was provided. Nothing that told her what she would gain and what she would lose. Some classes apparently had moral alignments that Priests and Clerics could see. There was none of that information, either.

If she accepted this class, would she become a bad person?

What if she said no?

This was a one-time use, single offer. If she declined, the class seed would crumble into dust as if it had never been generated. In time, Alice might be able to convince herself the whole thing had been a bad dream.

But deep down, she knew she would live with that regret for the rest of her life.

No. Good or ill, Alice had to take this chance.

Holding her breath, she accepted the class change.

Warmth swept through her, like a cleansing tide washing in and out, leaving irrevocable change behind.

You have changed your class from General Laborer to She of Many Dragons.

Alice had never seen anybody activate a new class from a seed. That was reserved for people of means. But she had heard stories and expected the egg to explode into glitter, vanish, or perhaps melt into her skin and become part of her forever.

Instead, a ragged crack opened along the length of the egg and bits of shell fell away.

A little dragon head the size of a grape popped out and looked at her.

She was a beautiful rosy gold with brighter edges along her wings, the tip of her nose, and down its spine. She blinked bright yellow eyes at her.

Instantly and completely: Alice was in love.

The baby dragon pushed bits of shell away, revealing more of her form: two arm limbs, two hind legs, and two wings. There were tiny bumps along the tops of the spine, signaling one day she would have spines.

Alice had helped baby chicks that were too weak to hatch out of the shell on their own. The process could take hours.

But this shell crumbled away from the little dragon within a minute, leaving it clean and dry in a way that naturally born animals weren’t.

“Look at you,” Alice breathed, “you’re not scary at all.”

The little dragon gazed back at her, and though it had hard scaly lips, Alice swore she smiled back at her.

The moment faded and, slowly, Alice’s sense of excitement was replaced by horror.

What had she done? The only reason she was given meals and allowed a safe place to sleep was because of her General Laborer class. What would happen now?

Quickly, she located her subclass system. It had changed.

Hidden Class: She of Many Dragons

Visible Class: General Laborer

Alice let out a breath. Anyone who was old enough to access the class system would still see her as a General Laborer. That would give her time to figure things out.

But… hidden class? She had never heard of that setting before. Then again, she had never dealt with anything but the most basic of classes.

She looked down at her dragon with regret. “You can’t be here. It’s not safe for you. If the duke finds out…”

The little dragon blinked up at her. Her tiny claws wrapped around Alice’s thumb and she said quite clearly in Alice’s mind, “I’ll stay with you.”

“Did you… Did you just talk?” Alice whispered.

“Yes,” the baby dragon sweetly replied.

Her mind spun. “My name is Alice,” she whispered. “Do you have a name?”

“My name is Primordialis.”

“That’s…” She wanted to say that it was a pretty name, but it wasn’t. It was certainly an impressive name — a scary name. One that reminded her she held a real life dragon in her palms. Even if she was a tiny one.

“Pre– No, Primordial… Can I call you something shorter like… Prim?”

“I like that. I like you.” Prim rubbed her little head against Alice’s thumb, and Alice felt her anxiety fade and her heart melt a little. “But I want to stay here and help you.”

“Help me? How can you—”

She cut her words short as several people trudged by the curtained front of her cubicle.

As soon as they had passed, Alice retugged the edges of the curtain tight to ensure again it covered any gaps. Then she shielded the single burning candle stub to dim the light.

“Give me skills, then I’ll help you,” Prim said.

“Skills?”

Alice’s eyes widened. She hadn’t even properly checked her status sheet yet.

Sure enough, not only had it changed, she had several decisions to make.

Alice Turner

Age: 19

Class: She of Many Dragons

Level: 1

Rank: 1

Aspect: 1/1

Aspect 1

“Primordialis”

Level: 1

Primordialis’ Skills: 1/3

Mother of All (Permanent skill. Locked.) : Level 0

(Unassigned)

(Unassigned)

View available skills now?

Mother of All?

Alice had never heard of that skill. Then again, the ones she dealt with had always been straight forward. No one ever had to explain what cleaning was meant to do.

Furthermore, it looked like she had to choose two skills for her new dragon. As a General Laborer, her few skills have been assigned to her by the System. She had never had the opportunity to choose them.

“I don’t know… What if I choose wrong?” she asked the tiny dragon. A sick feeling churned her stomach. “What if I mess you up?

“You never could. Whatever happens, we will work through it together,” Prim said calmly.

Alice felt a new stab of shame. The hatchling was minutes old and already seemed more mature and confident than Alice herself. She should be reassuring Prim, not the other way around.

“Let’s take a look together…” Prim whispered.

Available Skills:

Common Sense - Exercises supernatural good sense and sound judgment.

Concealment - The ability to hide and blend into the environment without being noticed.

Authority - The power to give and enforce orders on lesser aspects.

Adaptability - The supernatural ability to adjust to new conditions.

No fireball or other outwardly aggressive skills. Alice was both worried and glad. She already couldn’t imagine sweet little Prim setting fire to someone. On the other hand, the world was unfair and her dragon would need to defend herself.

“Authority?” she asked hesitantly. It gave her a level of power over other aspects. Was that the system’s term for dragons?

Prim nodded her head vigorously.

“Adaptability?” she tried.

“Concealment feels more powerful.”

If you couldn’t fight something, the next best option was to hide.

Alice added both Authority and Concealment.

Prim shivered, and as the skills were assigned, the golden highlights flashed before resettling back to a still brilliant hue. “I like those very much,” she cooed. “Alice, I’m very hungry.”

Oh no.

Alice looked around for food. As usual, she had given her earlier leftovers to the kennel dogs. Junebug had to regain her strength after giving birth.

There wasn’t a scrap left for Prim.

“Can you wait?” Alice asked.

Prim gave her such a sad look that Alice’s heart ached.

No, she couldn’t let her new dragon go hungry. But there was only one place to get food at this time of the evening: by stealing from the kitchens.

The problem was, Alice had never stolen anything in her life.


Chapter Three




Alice poked her head out of the cubicle and looked around. At the same time, Prim poked her nose from Alice’s curtain of blonde hair and looked in the other direction.

It was dark, thanks to the need to save valuable candle stubs. The only sound heard through the barn was rhythmic breathing.

Most General Laborers worked hard the live-long day, and spent their scant coins on tiny luxuries from the estate store: a bottle of liquor, oats, or an extra blanket for the bed. A few had families they supported, though they usually returned to the barn cubicles to get an early start on the dawn shift.

Unless it was a holiday or somebody was trying to drown their sorrows, they were back in their beds right after sunset.

Alice crept out, down the short hall, and through the barn doors, which were left open due to the mild night.

Once outside, her confidence failed her. She froze.

“Danger?” Prim asked.

“No…” she whispered. “No danger.”

But she knew there were sure to be Guards patrolling everywhere. Thanks to their class skills, she would never see them. Not until they wanted her to.

More than that, the estate which had grounds so familiar, she felt she should be able to walk it with her eyes closed, looked a lot scarier at night. As if it were a haunted mockery of a home she knew.

But she could not stay out in the open. Nor could she go back to her bed and leave Prim hungry.

Alice forced herself to move, creeping along the servant’s footpath, hoping against hope she would not be seen. Her excuse if she got caught was that she had a stomach ailment and needed to see the estate Healer.

There would be no excuse for getting caught in the kitchens, though.

So don’t get caught, she thought to herself. I can’t afford to, for Prim’s sake.

That thought inspired enough bravery to get her to the back of the main house. The back kitchen door was supposed to be locked, but she knew the Cooks could be lazy. She was unsurprised to find that while the door was shut tight, the lock barring the way hung loose.

Carefully, she eased it open and peeked her head inside.

The massive estate kitchen was dark, with only a faint gleam of moonlight shining through one of the tall windows.

The open ovens looked like a monster’s mouth and the counters set in the middle of the room gleamed like the bare, sharp edges of ice.

It was intimidating, and Alice felt the last dregs of bravery drain away. Everything about this room told her she should not be here.

Prim had a completely different take. “I smell food!”

She launched herself from Alice’s shoulder, flapping wild and inexperienced in the air. She looked like a struggling butterfly trying to find her wings for the first time.

Alice gave a cut off cry and reached for her. Prim was too fast, and she missed her grab.

Well, she could not stay in the doorway forever. Alice stepped fully into the room and closed the door behind her, locking it.

Meanwhile, Prim had fluttered to a door on the opposite side of the kitchen. She made little frustrated sounds as she tried to pry it open. The door was heavy, and she was very little. She had nowhere near enough strength to move it.

“Alice! Alice! I smell food here!”

“Be quiet. I’m coming.” Alice crossed and jiggled the knob. It, too, was unlocked. Opening it revealed a deep walk-in pantry stuffed with more food than Alice had ever seen in her life. Shelves full of cheeses covered in wax and left to age. Baskets of freshly harvested fruit. Roots and potatoes all stacked on the shadowy lower shelves. There was an entire cart of dough left to rise for the morning breads. Another with today’s baked breads, crusty and waiting to be sliced.

Prim and Alice’s stomachs both let out audible growls.

With a squeal of delight, Prim launched herself to land on top of one of the loaves of bread, savaging it with her tiny pinprick claws.

“Prim, don’t!” Alice yelped and stepped forward to pull the little dragon away. But not before Prim had gobbled down tiny chunks. It looked like a rat had nibbled on the top.

Prim let out another indignant squeal, which Alice quickly shushed. With her other hand, she grabbed a loaf and took it to the counter… Only pausing to grab an apple along the way, too.

Setting the food and dragon on the counter, she said, “Here,” and pulled a chunk off the bread to feed it to her.

Inwardly, she despaired about how she was going to cover up their theft. Everything in the pantry had been placed in neat rows. Now there was a gap where the bread used to sit.

Prim ate. Seeing her enjoy the food, Alice couldn’t help but tear off a chunk for herself. The bread was only a day old but made with finely sifted flour: chewy and fluffy and probably some of the most delicious food she’d ever had.

With the edge taken off her hunger, Prim looked to the second door next to the pantry. “What is in there?”

Alice hesitated, but she could hardly be in more trouble if she were caught now.

When she opened the second door, chilly air wafted out. This was a cold room, and no doubt the result of someone’s class skill.

Looking inside, she saw thick hunks of meat hanging from the ceiling, and even more in all varieties stacked on shelves.

With another high noise of delight, Prim flew in.

Alice thought about calling her back, but the meat was probably better for the dragon than bread. Looking around, Alice spotted a knife and stepped inside to cut off a hunk of the hanging beef, which had been previously roasted. It was likely the remains of the main family’s dinner from last night.

Then she disengaged the dragon from chewing on a turkey leg and brought her back to the counter.

Alice proceeded to make herself a sandwich while Prim feasted.

Soon, Alice was fuller than she remembered being in her life. And the little dragon was so stuffed that the sides of her stomach bulged out. She looked like a ball that the rich classer’s children played with.

Prim burped, then labored into the air to settle on Alice’s shoulder.

Alice looked at the counter, which was no longer gleaming and now streaked with crumbs and the remains of their meal.

“How am I going to clean this up without a skill?

The answer was: the hard way. After all, she had only gotten her class when she came of age at fourteen, like everybody else. Halfheartedly, Alice swept the crumbs into her hand. But then, she was stymied, having nowhere to dispose of them.

Normally, all this just came to her, or her cleaning skill managed to evaporate the little bits of dust and debris. It was a passive, small magic. One that Alice had gotten used to working without much thought.

Still looking around with hands cupping the crumbs and last bits of meat, she spotted the bin where the Cooks put the edible food out for the pigs.

And next to it stood a larger bin, filled with old, stale loaves of bread, scraps of vegetables, and the gristle from last night’s beef.

It was labeled General.

This was the food that would be thrown into a big pot, cooked altogether and served up for Alice’s own twice-a-day meal.

“I’m a step above the pigs,” she realized.

It shouldn’t have been much of a shock. It was just a fact of life.

But for now, for the first time, she felt a flare of anger.

“You are She of Many Dragons,” Prim said, content and sleepy on her shoulder. Leaning over, she stroked the side of her head against Alice’s cheek. “You will never dine on pig food again.”


Chapter Four




Alice and Prim had ventured out of the General Laborer barracks three nights in a row.

Astonishingly, they’d managed without encountering a single guard on duty. Alice could not fathom why.

At first, she wondered if her class had gifted her a run of extraordinary luck.

Gradually, the answer dawned on her, and it was stark and simple: there were no patrols on the estate’s grounds.

Despite being told that the guards were there for her and everybody else’s safety, and that their sole duty was to keep watch at night, the reality was no one kept them safe.

Also, she was not the only one out and about.

Alice kept to herself and ensured that Prim remained hidden. But she passed others on the narrow servant’s paths—Maids and Laborers of all stripes, moving stealthily in the night. None stopped, spoke, or acknowledged one another. They seemed to pretend the other didn’t exist.

It was an old trick among the lowest classes. That way, if questioned, no one could tell the truth of what they saw.

However, Alice was the only one to venture to the kitchens.

She treasured these hours. Though they left her exhausted from lack of sleep during the day, it was the only time that Prim could soar freely through the night air.

For the first time in her memory, Alice had a full stomach every night. It made an amazing difference to her strength during the day. Even though she was tired, and she no longer had the skill of strength and endurance that the General Laborer class gave to her, simply eating well made up for much of that lack. Though she certainly didn’t clean as well as she used to, she was generally more alert, quick on her feet, and able to cover for her mistakes.

People hadn’t noticed. So far. It helped that Alice had never been much of a troublemaker, and so no one expected her to slack off or steal.

Prim slept amid Alice’s belongings by day. She kept out of sight, even from Dolly—not that Dolly was around much. The girl stopped by their shared cubicle only to quickly change for the day ahead.

She didn’t sleep in her own bed, and Alice had a bad feeling she knew where Dolly was sleeping. There wasn’t much she could do there. She had warned her.

Alice’s lucky streak ended on the fourth night.

Once she crept out of the General Laborer barracks, as usual, she let Prim fly into the air. There was no moon that night, and the dragon was practically invisible.

Though she couldn’t see her, Alice sensed Prim’s presence nearby as she flitted among the trees and followed Alice through the servant’s path that led to the kitchen.

Alice smiled to herself as she gazed upward, making a small game of trying to spot Prim in the dark branches above.

She suddenly stopped short. A man had materialized out of nowhere, standing in front of her.

He had blond hair and blue eyes, his skin clean without a hint of either pockmarks or simple dust, and muscles more defined than those of a General Laborer. The fine cut of his clothes accented his broad shoulders and trim waist. But it was the Gentleman tag above him that sent a chill of fear through Alice’s heart.

Catching her breath, she quickly stepped to the side of the path, lowering her gaze and fully expecting the man to brush past her.

To her surprise, he made no move.

“What are you doing out of the barracks, girl?” he demanded.

Alice’s heart hammered, but for an insane moment, she wanted to bark back, “What are you doing walking the servant’s paths, sir?” For they were both where they should not be. There were specific, well-guarded, beautifully decorated, and supposedly secure pathways that nobles and people of importance were supposed to take.

But of course, since Alice wasn’t stupid, she didn’t say that. Instead, she shook her head.

“Sorry, sir,” she stammered, as if walking the servant’s paths was her fault.

“I asked you a question,” he said.

Alice shook her head again, then quickly made up a story. “I… I couldn’t sleep, sir. So, I thought a walk might clear my head.”

“What does a General Laborer need to clear their head for?” he muttered.

Alice risked a glance up, and her fear only intensified as she recognized him—not just any young noble, but one of the Earl’s own sons. Though she wasn’t sure of his name, she had seen enough glimpses of Breyden, Dolly’s lover, before to spot the resemblance.

This was bad.

“I’m sorry, sir,” she hastily offered, resisting the urge to look up at the trees and check on Prim. Thankfully, she didn’t hear the flutter of wings overhead. Prim must have perched on a branch. “I’ll return to the barracks right away.”

Poor Prim. She would want to eat, but Alice could save her breakfast in the morning for her dragon. She had endured longer without food before.

His blue eyes narrowed. “You live in the General Laborer barracks, don’t you?”

Instead of pointing out the obvious—that all General Laborers resided in the barracks, and if he knew anything about his father’s estate, he would be aware of this—Alice simply nodded.

“Yes, sir,” she answered meekly.

“I’m looking for a girl about your age, calls herself Dolly. Do you know her?”

Alice hesitated before answering. “Yes, sir. I know her.”

“Then go get her,” he instructed. “Bring her here.”

Alice winced at the request. “I’m afraid, sir, that Dolly’s not in the barracks.”

“Not in?” he demanded, his tone turning chill. “Where is she then?”

“I don’t know, sir,” Alice replied, her voice barely above a whisper.

“But you suspect, right?” His voice turned exasperated. “All of you servants gossip with one another.”

There was rustling from overhead. The man grew angry, and Alice got the impression that Prim was readying herself to leap down with claws bared. No… No, that would be a disaster.

The nobleman misread her silence. “Where is she?” he demanded.

She needed to make up some sort of lie, but fear clouded her thoughts.

“Look at me,” he commanded. “Answer me.”

She glanced up, and despite her fear, she couldn’t help but notice his handsome features, even if he was an overbearing jerk.

“I think… I think she went out to town,” Alice ventured cautiously.

“By herself? The town is no place for her. There are dark classers around!” He cursed under his breath. “We provide you with food, housing, and shelter, but you people always make it so hard for us to protect you. Why don’t you just behave?”

His voice rose sharply, and Alice trembled, acutely aware that this man could decide to punish her to send a message to the other General Laborers.

And she knew with certainty that Prim would not allow him to touch her.

In a desperate attempt to save herself, she blurted out the truth. “Dolly’s with Sir Breyden,” she said abruptly. “She goes out with him every night.”

There was a moment of stark silence.

“Breyden. I see,” his voice was cold.

Alice winced and braced herself for what may come next. That had been a dumb move. He could easily think she was lying or dirtying Breyden’s good name.

His next words surprised her. “Very well, then. Continue your... walk. But I expect you to stay within the estate grounds. It’s not safe for your kind tonight, or any night. You have no skills to defend yourself. Do you understand me?” he said sternly, as if she were an ill-behaving horse and not a person.

“Yes, sir,” Alice replied.

Turning on his heel, he strode off.

Alice’s legs felt like jelly, and she turned to lean against the nearest tree for support.

Prim fluttered down to her shoulder and gently stroked her cheek against Alice’s. “You feared that man would hurt you.”

“He could have, but he didn’t.” Alice’s thoughts were a whirlwind of emotions. “Oh, Prim, I’m afraid I’ve just done a terrible thing.”

Prim cocked her head. “What was that?”

“I should’ve made something up. Now he knows Dolly is with Breyden and he’ll be looking for her.”

“But you told the truth,” Prim pointed out, puzzled.

A terrible sense of betrayal weighed on her shoulders. “She’s my friend. I should have protected her, but…” But the truth had sent the man away from Prim. She couldn’t quite bring herself to regret that.

Prim huffed in confusion. She clearly didn’t understand. And why would she? Dolly had been absent from her room except for brief visits over the last few days. And during all of those, Prim was asleep.

“Alice, I’m hungry,” Prim said.

Alice closed her eyes, then collected herself. The smart thing to do—the safe and cautious thing—would be to return to the barracks. She should wait for Dolly, perhaps find a way to send a message to warn her, though Alice had no idea how she could.

But her dragon was hungry, and despite her worry for Dolly, she had made her own bed.

“Okay, the kitchens, then,” she said, “but we must be careful now a Nobleman’s out and about.”

“I’ll keep watch,” Prim said, fluttering back up to the branches. “You are safe with me.”

Alice let out a light laugh, despite herself. “Who’s supposed to protect who?”

“You are She of Many Dragons,” the dragon said. “And I am your aspect. I will protect you, of course.”


Chapter Five




Late that night, Alice managed to sneak herself and Prim back to her cubicle without being seen by any Guards. But not before she stole a final half loaf of bread and a fist-sized piece of beef for breakfast in the morning. It had become a habit, and she rearranged the shelves so hopefully the gap wouldn’t be noticed.

Dolly still wasn’t in her bed when she returned.

With a sigh, Alice only hoped her friend had sense enough to be careful. Alice had warned her time and time again, but Dolly insisted on playing a dangerous game with the Earl’s son.

More dangerous than sneaking around at night to steal from your employer? she thought.

Guilt might have swamped her… except that the thefts had been for Prim’s sake. Not her own.

And the image of the food bin for the General Laborers being nearly indistinguishable from the pig slop bin erased the last bit of her guilt. She felt stabs of rage every time she cast an eye on it in the kitchens.

As usual after the meal, Prim was all but passed out from overeating. Alice carried her in the crook of her arm. Prim’s rose-gold tail hung loosely down like a lady’s ribbon. She had grown over the last few days. Now she was nearly the size of a cat.

Pulling the curtain shut tight, Alice tucked herself and her dragon into bed.

Though she kept an ear out for Dolly, her roommate failed to return again during the night.
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The next week passed in the same way.

In the morning, Alice would wake to the sound of the morning gong, which was struck at the first light of dawn to rouse the low-class servants. She would quickly dress and lay out Prim’s breakfast, which consisted of the food she’d taken from the kitchens the night before.

Making the dragon promise once more to stay in the cubicle and keep out of sight, she nervously headed to the outdoor tables that was the General Laborers eating area. Being the lowest of the low classers, they weren’t allowed in the main estate. Rain, shine, or snow, food would be served at the outdoor tables.

Occasionally, one of the wives of the estate’s Nobles would take pity and perhaps send one of their staff to put up a tarp to give cover to the outdoor diners. Any covering lasted a few months at a maximum before it was torn to shreds by wind and rain.

Alice was used to eating in the cold and the wet, but now that she had tasted finer food, she was quickly tiring of the bowls of slop.

Everything in the kitchen bin not given to the pigs was dumped into a large pot with water and boiled for an entire day. The result was a gray mass with an occasional meat or vegetable chunk. It never much mattered to Alice before. Food was food, and there had never been enough of it.

Now that she spent the late evenings gorging herself with Prim, Alice found it harder to finish the disgusting meal in front of her. Being out in the open air made it cold on top of everything else. Whereas she used to bolt it down, now she struggled to finish her breakfast.

So she took scraps to the kennel to feed Junebug and her growing puppies.

But she knew she couldn’t possibly get away with the kitchen theft much longer. She was amazed—and a little consternated—that she hadn’t been caught by a Guard yet.

She tried to pick up after herself and Prim in the kitchens, but with her Cleaning skill gone, she knew she must have left some evidence behind. Yet there had been no outcry from the Cooks or Bakers.

Part of her, which still believed in the order of society, insisted that this was all due to luck. Luck, which would surely run out soon.

Another part of her… One she felt was slowly waking inside of her ever since Prim had arrived in her life, told her to look around and really see. The Kennel Manager was a drunk who rarely came out of his office and let the General Laborers do the work that his specific class should take care of.

The Guards hadn’t caught her because they weren’t on patrol. Likely, the night shift was tucked in their warm beds, or out on the town, and was dependent on rumors to keep would-be thieves or Dark Classers away.

As for the Cooks and Bakers… It was entirely possible that they stole food, too. Perhaps they figured it was one of their own who left crumbs behind.

These thoughts were distinctly uncomfortable because it meant… Well, it meant her life and all the stringent rules that she had lived by, was a lie.

And more and more often, Alice found herself resentful of the work she had once taken pride in. She had always looked forward to working in the kennels, even if it meant cleaning out the soiled bedding, feeding some of the pit dogs, which weren’t as nice as Junebug and the other hounds, and all the other things that the Kennel Manager should be doing. Just for the hope of being rewarded with a higher class.

Now she wondered why Roy the Kennel Manager didn’t get off his fat ass and do it himself.

“Because he has people like me to do it for him,” she muttered to herself, sinking down on a turned over bucket to sit next to Junebug. The puppies were doing well. It would still be a couple of weeks until their eyes opened, but each one showed vigor for nursing, and was visibly gaining weight.

“You’re a good mother, Junebug,” Alice said, scratching one of the hound’s ears.

“Will I be a good mother someday?”

Alice shot up from the bucket so fast that it tipped behind her. She looked around, but didn’t see her dragon. “Prim?”

She caught movement from one of the shadows. Alice squinted — she only could pick out that Prim was there because she knew her shape.

The little dragon had grown much faster than Junebug’s puppies. She was now as long as Alice’s arm, excluding the tail. It made sense for the sheer amount she ate.

Alice swung around to make sure no one was working close enough to hear. The rest of the General Laborers got done with their kennel chores as fast as they could and went off to go do something else. Alice was usually the only one who lingered.

And Roy, the drunk of a Kennel Manager, was, of course, nowhere to be found.

“What are you doing here?” Alice asked, fear tightening her throat. “Has something happened?”

She hated leaving Prim alone all day, but the dragon usually slept in the box of uniforms Alice used as a storage chest.

“Some girl came into your room. She went through your things. She is a thief.”

Alice was taken aback by the vicious anger she heard in Prim’s voice. “What girl? Wait, did she have dark hair?”

“Yes. And sneaky eyes.”

“It must be Dolly, then.” Her roommate had been in and out of the cubicle only infrequently — just long enough to dress. “And she’s always been nosy. Did she see you?”

“No, she is a sneaky, magicless worm. She had no chance of seeing me.”

“Prim, that’s not very nice.”

“She looked through your things. Your things,” she repeated as if unsure Alice understood.

“Yes, she is very disorganized and loses bits and bobs all over the place. I’m not surprised. She didn’t take anything, did she? My clothes?”

“No,” Prim grumbled. Her barely visible form shifted in place from where she clung from the kennel’s rafters. She wasn’t happy.

Alice sighed. “It’s not safe for you here. Can you go back to the barn? Dolly should be gone.”

The truth was, Dolly should have been on shift like the rest of the General Laborers, but Breyden, the Earl’s son, had likely given her special leave to… attend to him.

If there had been any action from Alice telling the other noble about her, she hadn’t seen it.

“I’m awake now. I want to be here with you,” Prim said.

Alice hesitated, but Prim was very hard to see. Junebug, with a dog’s acute senses, didn’t seem to notice the dragon yet. And she would be expected to be on high alert, considering the puppies.

Alice had given up her class skills to Prim which made her days cleaning and general maintenance around the estate harder, and every task took longer… But she couldn’t be sorry for it.

Nor could she be sorry for the dragon’s company.

“Can you keep your Concealment skill up?

“Yes.”

“Then you can stay.”

Alice smiled to herself and quietly stepped out of Junebug’s whelping box. She looked forward to working with a little company, for once.
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Prim was as good as her word and kept out of sight using her Concealment skill. By the end of the day, they received a message.

Primordialis’s Concealment Skill has reached level 5!

Your class, She of Many Dragons, has reached level 2!

For reaching an even level in your class, you are awarded 1 Aspect Token.

“Aspect token?” Alice wondered. She looked toward Prim, who rested on the low branch of a nearby tree while Alice weeded the garden. Though she couldn’t see the dragon, she heard Prim rustle her wings in a shrug.

“I think we leveled up because I’ve used my skill all day,” Prim said, which… didn’t answer Alice’s question at all. Odd. Prim was usually perceptive.

Alice decided to look carefully at her class’s stats tonight to see if there was a hint as to what an ‘aspect token’ could be used for. Meanwhile, it was nearly dusk, which meant it was nearly the end of her shift.

She could go to the barn early. Just this once.

She had nearly forgotten Prim’s warning about Dolly. Walking into the cubicle, she pulled the curtain and used a small bowl and stale water to clean up from her day of hard work.

Prim landed on her bed and finally let go of the Concealment skill with a happy sigh, spreading out her wings in a stretch of relief.

Of course, that was the exact moment Dolly shoved the curtain back and strode in. “Alice! You would never believe the day I had—”

Her eyes landed on Prim.

Dolly screamed.


Chapter Six




Alice didn’t pause to consider. She simply acted. Shooting off her seat on the bed, she slammed into Dolly and slapped her hand over the other girl’s mouth.

Either the muffling hand or the uncharacteristic violence shocked Dolly into silence.

For a moment, the two girls stared at each other. One terrified, the other amazed at herself for acting so boldly.

Alice listened for the space of three breaths for somebody to come charging in or rip open the curtain that acted as their door and demand what was going on.

Instead, there was only silence.

It was just before dusk—not the official quitting time yet. No one else must have gotten off their shift yet.

Dolly struggled and Alice dropped her hand from her mouth.

The moment Dolly was free, she pointed an accusing finger at Prim. “What is that thing?”

Prim puffed out her wings and arched her sinuous neck to hiss at the girl.

“Prim, be nice,” Alice said. The little dragon fell silent and Alice turned back to Dolly. “This is Prim. She… she’s my friend.”

“Is that a dragon?” Dolly gasped and backed a half step, which put her to the opposite end of the small space. “It is! Alice, do you know what those things can do?”

Over the last week, Alice had not let herself think about all the awful tales of dragons she’d grown up hearing.

Prim, she told herself, wasn’t like that.

“She’s not like the dragons in the stories. Prim doesn’t hoard gold. She doesn't have a dark class. She’s very sweet.”

“Sweet?” Dolly replied faintly. Then she straightened and looked hard at Alice. “You made a pet out of it? A dragon won’t stay sweet for long. We have to tell somebody. Breyden needs to know.”

“No!” Alice yelped. “Prim isn’t a wild dragon. She’s mine, but she’s not a pet. I…” She gulped. “I changed my class, and she’s a living aspect of that.”

The definition slipped out without her realizing it. Once she said the words, however, she realized it was true. She hadn’t quite known what an aspect was at first, but over the last few days, she had slowly come to realize that Prim was a living manifestation of her class’s power.

Alice didn’t have skills. She had a dragon who had skills for her.

Also, being an aspect of her class didn’t make the dragon any less real. Magicians, wizards, mages, and other casters manifested objects—and sometimes living creatures—out of nothing all the time.

So why shouldn’t she be able to do that with a dragon?

Dolly’s gaze sharpened and Alice realized she was being Identified. The one automatic skill everyone received when they reached fourteen. It was so common, Alice didn’t bother to include it on her sheet.

“Alice,” Dolly said slowly, as if talking to someone who’d had too much to drink, “You’re still showing as a General Laborer.”

Alice was about to explain that hers was now a hidden class. But she was distracted as Prim had lowered her defensive stance and crept closer to Dolly. Extending her neck, the dragon tried to get a good sniff at her.

“Look, she’s friendly, see?” Alice said, encouraged. “Prim just wants to be friends.”

Dolly’s gaze flicked from Alice to Prim and back again. “She won’t bite? You swear?”

“She’s very kind,” Alice confirmed.

Reluctantly, Dolly held out her hand for Prim to sniff.

Only because Alice knew Prim so well, she recognized the look of distaste that flashed over Prim’s face. It was a subtle shifting of the rosy gold scales over her muzzle.

Well, the fact Prim made an attempt to be friendly was a start. The two would have to get along if they were all to share the same cubicle.

Meanwhile, Alice clearly saw doubt shadow Dolly’s face. Time to redirect her.

When it came to Dolly, that meant getting her to talk about herself.

“So much has happened over the last week,” Alice said. “You’ve been gone, and I met Prim, but I haven’t heard a peep from you. What’s happening with Breyden?”

Instantly, Dolly brightened. And though she kept a wary eye on Prim, she happily gushed about her time with the noble boy. Apparently, Breyden had made a point to romance her every night as if she was a high classer—including taking her out on the town to fancy restaurants and some events. They had even spoken of marriage.

It said something about Dolly’s self-centeredness that she would rather gush about her illicit boyfriend than ask more questions about the literal dragon in the room.

“In fact, I’m supposed to meet Breyden in a few minutes…” Dolly sighed regretfully. “I should get going now. I might be late. He hates tardiness.”

“You’re leaving now?” Alice repeated. “But Dolly—”

“He’s taking me to the opera,” Dolly said over Alice’s objection. “Can you believe it? Me, a General Laborer nobody rubbing elbows with the cream of the town.” She giggled and did a little twirl as if imagining herself in a ballroom… even though Alice didn’t think operas were dances.

“You won’t tell anyone about Prim, will you?” Alice asked anxiously, “Not even Breyden?”

Dolly gave her a look. “Why would I?”

“Please, Dolly. Promise me.”

Dolly gave an airy giggle. “Why would I tell him? A dragon in the General Laborer’s barn? He’ll think I’ve gone mad.”

Still giggling, she turned and made her way out.

Prim didn’t waste a second and hopped on Alice’s shoulder the moment Dolly was out of view. That was no small thing any more because her weight made Alice have to brace herself.

“She smells of lies,” Prim hissed.

Alice opened her mouth to defend her friend, but closed it again.

“She’s going to the opera…” A feeling of slow dread curdled her stomach and sent ice through her veins. “But she didn’t even change out of her work smock.”

Should she send Prim after Dolly to make sure she kept her word?

Prim had her Concealment skill, but that might not hold up if the Guards were on alert. Some of their skills were meant to find people who were hiding from them.

Alice didn’t have time to hesitate. She bent to pull her straw mattress away from the cubicle wall.

There was a hidden cubby she’d dug between the mattress and the wall where she hid her stash of coins. There should be twenty coppers—her entire life savings.

Instead of twenty, she saw three.

Prim had warned her that Dolly went through her things. Alice had guessed that meant clean uniforms or hair pins. Not stealing her money.

She hadn’t listened—hadn’t wanted to believe.

Of course Dolly wouldn’t want to look like the poor little General Laborer while Breyden courted her. New clothing and makeup cost money.

Anger helped thaw the ice in her veins.

Scooping up her three coins, Alice spoke one word. “Prim.”

The dragon crouched to take a firmer hold on Alice’s shoulder. Her scales shifted color to conceal her shape among Alice’s fall of hair.

Alice rushed out of the cubical and through the barn. She didn’t have time to grab extra clothing.

It wouldn’t take long for Dolly to find a Guard.

The moment they reached the light outside, Prim took off from Alice’s shoulder. Her beautiful scales shifted again in subtle blues and browns. It became that much harder to track her, and easier to believe she was a passing pigeon rather than a dragon who had grown to the size of a cat.

“What do we do?” Prim called from above.

Alice had long suspected she was the only one who could hear Prim speak. This was confirmed by the fact that none of the General Laborers she passed looked up to hear the voice piping down from the sky.

Some threw odd glances at her quick pace, but all were too tired to ask why a girl was distressed. They were the lowest of the low. Someone was always in distress.

“Keep a lookout for me,” she murmured after she passed a group of chatting General Laborers. “Tell me if you see guards coming.”

“I see them!”

Already?

Alice immediately stepped off the servant’s path and into the deep hedgerows, wincing as she trod over sprouting tulips she had dug into the soil with her own hands last fall. She ducked behind a tree just as she heard Dolly’s voice from down the lane.

“Hurry! She’s been possessed and thinks the thing is her pet.”

“You say it’s a dragon, miss?” one of the Guards asked.

Miss? How had Dolly gotten so high and mighty all of a sudden?

“Yes, it’s a dragon, though it’s small. But it must have powers to hoodwink Alice.”

Alice peeked past the tree in time to see them walk by. Dolly strode in front as if she were a young noblewoman.

Hoodwinked? Prim, dangerous? How dare she.

Alice balled her fists but kept quiet.

It wouldn’t take long for the Guards to reach the barn and find her gone. Once the alarm was raised, the front gate would be shut.

Turning, Alice continued through the gardens—all of which were lush to conceal the tall brick wall that surrounded the estate.

She quickly reached the wall. Thick ivy grew up the bricks, some of which pulled away in mats when she tried to climb up it.

She was a slight girl, but too heavy for the ivy to hold.

Prim fluttered to a nearby flowering tree. “Here!”

Alice looked. One of the branches was close enough to the top of the wall… if she jumped. She swallowed hard, not liking heights.

Then she heard the sound of ringing. The alarm had been struck.

Something about the room had vindicated Dolly’s story. Perhaps the Guards had exotic skills she didn’t know about. Maybe they could track her here.

A new bolt of fear gave her strength. She climbed the tree. The bark was rough enough for her thin shoes to catch it, though she scraped her fingers.

Alice kept climbing with Prim chittering encouragement.

The branch was higher up than it looked from the ground and bowed alarmingly when she started to walk on it.

Prim fluttered to the top of the wall as if to show Alice that it was easy.

“Keep using your concealment skill,” Alice reminded her.

She took a breath and used a higher branch to help her balance. But the higher branch was shorter than the lower branch and she had to walk the last few feet on her own.

She did it at a quick pace and jumped.

… Too far.

She hit the top of the wall and had to flail her arms to keep from overbalancing.

Prim let out a cry that sounded like a diving hawk. She fluttered to Alice’s shoulder, claws hooking into her shirt and flapping wildly to try to keep her steady.

Somehow, Alice kept her balance and fell into a crouch. Then she held the edge and eased herself down the other side before dropping.

She hit a dusty road on the other side. Beyond was a grimy factory surrounded by squat buildings. Past that, the dirty, dank town. There wasn’t a hint of green to be seen.

It was a whole other world from the lush estate that had been her home from when she’d turned fourteen.

In the distance, she still heard the faint clamor of warning bells. Would the guards look for her out here?

She didn’t know, but it was best not to chance it.

“Keep concealed,” she reminded Prim.

Then she headed directly to the maze of half collapsed shelters, hoping to lose her pursuers in the slums.


Chapter Seven




Alice walked quickly through narrow alleyways bordered by crumbling buildings and falling-down sheds. Judging by the cold, dark remains of cook fires, some of these sheds had once been homes to people. Alice didn’t see any sign of anyone living in them now.

Craning her neck, she looked up at the tall pipe stacks that stretched into the sky. She had vague childhood memories of smoke coming out of those stacks, and later memories with rumors of the nobles objecting to the factory, as sometimes the air would blow the foul-smelling smoke to the estate.

Now the factory was shuttered, but the area around the estate had not been cleaned. She wondered what had happened to the former Factory Workers. Hopefully, they had been moved to another factory and not left out on the streets. But looking at the old cook fires, she had her doubts.

As she walked, Prim darted up into the air and then back down again to scout the new surroundings.

“There are people all around, but when they hear your footsteps, they scuttle away like rats. I don’t trust them.”

Alice crossed her arms over her chest. She peered into the deepening shadows and still saw no one. If not for her dragon’s warning, she would have thought she was all alone.

“I don’t trust them, either,” she whispered. They could be desperate Beggars or predatory Thieves with no way to tell the difference. “Any sign of the estate’s Guards following us?”

“No, I think they’re still searching the grounds. The alarm bells are still ringing. Do you hear them?”

Alice didn’t. She’d moved too far into the slums. Apparently, Prim’s hearing was better than her own.

“There is a small alleyway ahead, and through that, you go around that large building,” Prim pointed with her head towards the former factory, “then it hits a large road with many, many people.”

“That sounds like a main road,” Alice said. She didn’t know much about the town, but she knew that much.

Alice ducked through the narrow gap between the two buildings that Prim had pointed toward. It was filled with paper litter, rocks, and other bits of trash. She tried to step carefully, knowing that turning an ankle would leave her deadly vulnerable.

The narrow alleyway led out to a rocky dirt path. Turning at the next crossing, she found herself, as Prim promised, on a sort of main road. Cart and foot traffic moved back and forth, and some shops were open. People glanced at her and then looked away again.

Alice was very conscious of the fact that she still wore her estate work smock. She would have to get rid of it. If anybody were searching for her, she would easily stand out.

Speaking of standing out, Prim had to be extra careful not to be seen by curious eyes. Alice was hyper-aware that her little dragon was pushing her concealment skill to the limit.

Prim stuck to the air, darting under eaves of houses and shops, and from tree to tree, keeping pace with Alice’s slow walk. Her flitting concealment skill made her look like a bird, and she was easy to miss among the flocks of pigeons. No one paid attention to a fluttering shape overhead. Her concealment skill leveled up quite rapidly, and Alice got a notification.

“Primordialis’s” Concealment Skill has reached level 7!

“There are so many people here,” Prim called down to her.

Alice quickly looked around, but again, no one reacted to a high, excited dragon voice from up above.

No one could hear Prim.

Alice nodded in reply, though she was too tense to smile. There were people all around, strangers, when Alice was used to knowing most faces by sight. They were from all classes, from General Worker, which was the next rank up after General Laborer, to Merchants, Carters, Traders, and Shopkeepers.

There were even esoteric classes she had never seen before. She spotted a Farrier tag from a big man and a Nanny tag from a woman who was shepherding along several well-dressed children.

There was even a Lady of The Street tag from a woman who stood on a street corner, watching Alice with open curiosity

There were men, too, with hard looks in their eyes that had a Worker tag on them.

“Worker?” she wondered, having never seen that particular tag before. There was something about it that didn’t sit right, and she didn’t like how their gazes lingered on her as she passed by.

She got the impression, though she didn’t know how, that those Worker tags were hidden classes, too.

As a General Laborer, her food and shelter were dependent on her employer. Now, Alice couldn’t go back to the estate. She had no explanation for Prim, and if word got to the Earl… well, having the attention of a Noble or other high classer was a risk to her life.

Her only hope was to find another noble or high-class family to take her in and hope that they did not treat her badly. But how could she find someone who was hiring? Her mother had gotten Alice the position at the estate before she died.

Alice wasn’t even qualified to be a Housekeeper. She would have to display her skills, and she had none. And even if she did find a job in another noble’s estate... how in the world would she ever hide Prim?

Alice walked down the street, worried thoughts swirling in her mind. Around her, the buildings grew taller, some as high as four stories, but the streets were far dirtier. Trash, human and animal, littered the curb, stuck to the cobblestone along with globs of mud. Only, it wasn’t mud.

She felt eyes on her, though she could not quite pinpoint where they were coming from.

“Alice,” Prim called from where she had ducked under a dirty eve of a closed shop, “I’m hungry.”

“I know,” she murmured, drawing an odd look from a passing Stable Apprentice.

That was another thing. Now that there were no kitchens to steal from, how was she going to feed her dragon? Well, likely the usual way: buying. There were open-air vendors here and there with carts parked on the sidewalk.

Alice stopped at one which advertised they sold meat pies. It cost her one copper just for two small pies, each as big as her closed fists. If that was how expensive things were on the outside, her money was not going to last for long.

It would have lasted longer if Dolly hadn’t stolen from me, she thought with a burst of bright anger.

Alice hoped she somehow ran into Dolly and Breyden while out on the town. If that happened, she’d take the opportunity to snatch those coins back.

By this point, Alice was hungry enough to bolt down one of the meat pies herself. Instead, she stashed the still-warm pastries in a pocket of her smock and continued down the street. She would not eat until she could share it with her dragon.

She passed more dirty blocks, increasingly thick with people who sat on the edge of the curb, hands held out in supplication. Most had begged for so long that the system had actually changed their tag to Beggar.

Alice had no extra money for them, though the ones with children made her heart squeeze, but she had to be firm. Unless she figured out something for herself, she could easily become one of the Beggars.

The sun set and a chill wind blew through the streets, picking up some of the dirt and spinning it into mini dust devils. The clouds on the horizon made her think it was going to rain soon.

Again, she felt eyes on the back of her neck. Though, when she looked around, she spotted nobody.

Prim gave her no indication that she was being followed by the estate Guards. No, she simply felt the eyes of those who knew she did not belong.

And that she was possibly vulnerable.

Finally, coming to the end of a block, she spotted a two-story building with a paint-peeled door left ajar. Most of the windows on both levels had been knocked out, and those that were left were filmy with dust.

Alice glanced in. The floor beyond was empty, and there didn’t seem to be anybody lurking inside.

That struck her as suspicious, but she needed somewhere to eat and check in with Prim in peace. Carefully, Alice walked in, every sense on the highest alert for sounds in case she was not alone.

There was nothing, so she made her way to the rickety staircase. The railing had long been ripped out, and some of the stairs were soft and rotted. Thankfully, Alice had always been a small woman.

She picked her way up and found that the second floor was just as empty as the first. Several doors stood at the other end, though they were barred by padlocks. Alice went to one of the broken windows and called Prim in.

Instantly, a shape fluttered through the broken out window and resolved into her dragon. If she’d only been half-paying attention, she might have thought she was a pigeon. Her Concealment skill was coming along quite nicely.

Alice held out one of the meat pies to Prim, who snatched it up and ate hungrily.

Looking at her ravenous dragon and wondering what she was going to do, the weight of the entire day seemed to fall all at once on her.

The next thing Alice knew, she had sunk down with her back against one of the locked doors and started to weep. Prim abandoned her pie and sat with her, doing her best to cuddle into her lap.

“It’s going to be okay,” Alice told her dragon, though she didn’t know how that could be.

“What do you need?” Prim asked.

Alice shook her head. “I just... I just need a moment to collect myself. It’s been a hard day.”

“No.” Prim pecked her with the end of her sharp muzzle. “What do you need, Alice?” Her words had a weight to them.

“I... I don’t know.” Alice hiccupped and wiped some tears away from her face. “I need a new job immediately... I need a place to live—a place that’s safe.”

Prim cocked her head. “Is this place safe?”

“I don’t know,” she said again. “It looks like no one’s here, but it doesn’t feel safe.” Alice craned her head to look back at the locked door. “I would love to have a locked door between myself and the rest of the world right now.”

Prim cocked her head to the other side. “How does one obtain shelter?”

There was only one answer. “Money, of course.” Alice put her hand over her pocket with her two sad remaining coins. “Money will fix everything.”

But the only way she could get money was by working… and that brought her back to the beginning of her problems. How could she find a job with no references and a dragon in tow?

Prim’s eyes seemed to gleam.

The next thing Alice knew, her dragon had jumped off her lap and snuffled along the floor. Alice supposed that she was going after crumbs of pie, though half of the pastry was still not eaten.

Then Prim settled down and made an odd kind of cough. Her wings drooped as if she curled them around herself, as if she was protecting something on the floor.

Alice received a notification:

Alert: 1 aspect token has been used.

At the same moment, Prim abruptly stood and... there was an egg underneath her.


Chapter Eight




Alice stared.

The egg was about half as large as Prim’s had been — the size of an anemic chicken egg. Mint green, it was speckled with a blush of blue freckles.

“But…” Alice said helplessly, looking back at her dragon, “you’re too young to lay eggs.”

Prim didn’t seem concerned in the least. “You need help, and you had a free aspect token. This is how you grow stronger, Alice.”

It clicked.

“Because you’re an aspect of my class…” she murmured as she tentatively reached to take the egg. It was warm and dry in a way freshly laid eggs usually were not. The egg wiggled in her hand, as if the little creature inside was trying to break its way out.

The moment she touched it, she received a notification:

Do you wish to hatch this aspect now?

Alice looked down at her lone meat pie she’d saved for her own supper. She couldn’t afford another hungry mouth to feed right now, but Prim was right. As She of Many Dragons, this was how she grew stronger.

This was how she protected herself.

Alice glanced at Prim, who returned her gaze with expectation.

“Yes,” Alice murmured to the prompt.

If nothing else, a second dragon would help her keep a lookout. She couldn’t shake the feeling that her hiding place was not safe.

With a crack, the egg split down the middle. A deep green head popped out, no bigger than an olive.

She was shaped a little like an olive, too. The head was much rounder than Prim’s delicate, femininely pointed head. The green dragon had large protuberant blue eyes, large nostrils and a noticeable underbite displaying several snaggle teeth.

She was strong and easily knocked away the top of the shell before crawling out. Her body was green with those same blue freckles that were on the egg, darkening her limbs and tail. A tiny row of emerald green spikes were already visible down her back, and her wings were sharp and pulled back almost flush against her body when at rest.

Yes, she was built differently than Prim in almost every way. Alice felt bad for the comparison, but the new dragon’s body was structured like a flat skittering lizard instead of a vision of a noble dragon, with limbs that turned out and long clawed feet for grasping.

There was nothing reptilian about the green dragon’s alert gaze, though, as she looked around once she was free of the egg.

“Hello,” she piped up to Alice. Her voice was different from Prim’s, too. She spoke aloud instead of in Alice’s head.

“Hello,” Alice repeated, helping to pick off a bit of egg off the dragon’s back. While she was shaped differently than Alice expected, the little dragon’s color was striking. “You’re very pretty.”

“I know,” the little dragon said with easy confidence. “I’m Numismatis.”

“I’m Alice and this is Prim. Well, Primordialis,” she amended. “Do you mind if I call you… ah, Numi?”

The little green dragon’s forked tongue shot out to lick one of her own eyeballs. “Yup, that’s fine. Alice, I’m hungry.”

Alice’s stomach sank. She remembered what a bottomless pit Prim had been after she hatched—and now, still, actually. She doubted the meat pie would be enough. But it was better than nothing.

“Of course.” She reached for the pie, but Prim spoke up.

“First, Alice must give you skills so you’re useful. Then you may eat.”

“Prim, that’s unkind,” Alice objected.

Prim flicked her wings in a shrug. “You said yourself that we are in danger.”

“I would like skills,” Numi said. She seemed to be the easygoing, direct sort. “Give them to me.”

And the creepy-crawling feeling that wouldn’t leave the back of Alice’s neck said her dragon wasn’t wrong. They were not safe here.

Like Prim, Numi had three skill slots available. Also, like Prim, one was listed as a primary skill and was locked.

Skill Slots: 1/3

Primary Skill: Currency Forager (locked)

Available Skills:

Spatial Storage

Wise Investor

Lock Picking

Alice frowned as she looked them over. That last one didn’t seem to fit in with the other three, though after a glance at the padlocked door behind her, she saw an immediate use.

“I wish these skills had a detailed explanation.”

Was it always that way with skills for aspects other than her primary? After all, her Cleaning and Strength skills she’d been assigned as a General Laborer had been obvious at face value.

Perhaps a more thorough explanation would come if she ever received a high-rank identification skill.

Alice looked down at Numi. “Is there anything you like?”

“I like Currency Forager,” the little dragon said.

“Yes, you already have that.”

She bobbed her head. “And I like it very much.”

“She just hatched,” Prim said with all the benevolent wisdom and authority of someone who had hatched out an entire nine days ago. “She does not know what she wants yet, so you should choose the best for her.”

“Yes, choose for me!” Numi agreed. Wrapping her long-claws around Alice’s thumb, she looked up at her adoringly.

Alice hesitated for a moment longer. She felt a little bad about assigning someone’s skills for them, but needs were a must. Numi was her dragon.

She looked to the door behind herself, bit her lip, and nodded once. Oddball skill it was. “Lock Picking.”

As for the second skill… She was torn on Wise Investor because it would be nice to know what to do with money, if she ever had it. And although she didn’t want to say it aloud, she thought Numi might do with a little wisdom.

At the same time, for all her life, Alice had heard wondrous things about spatial storage skills and items. Plus, she only had the slim pockets of her work smock to use.

That decided it.

“Spatial Storage.”

She felt the new skills slide into place.

Numi shivered all over and her blue eyes grew just a little brighter. “Oh, I like these.”

Prim jumped in, ever the leader. “The first thing we need is a safe place to shelter, right?”

“Yes,” Alice agreed, “But—”

Prim nodded to the padlocked door. “Numi, it’s time to use your skill. Hurry up.”

“If you please,” Alice said, wanting to be nicer. She asked her newly hatched dragon to work on an empty stomach, after all.

“Will do!” Numi said cheerfully. Then, forgoing her wings completely, she scuttled down Alice’s sleeve, making a short hop to the floor, skittered across the floorboards like a lizard, and then directly up the wood just to the side of the door. Her long-outsized claws found every little crack and pit along the way.

Within a few seconds, Numi had made it level to the padlock. She looked at it with one protruding eye, flipped around upside down to look at it with the other, giving it a sniff, and then turned around to stick the end of her pointy tail into the keyhole.

“Are you sure you don’t want to use your claws—” Alice asked.

A door slammed from down below.

Everyone froze.

Then came the sound of several pairs of heavy-footed steps.

Carefully, Alice crawled over to where there was a missing knothole in one of the floor-boards to look down.

There were three dirty looking men down below, casting around in the gloom. One had a rope in his hand, another what looked like a net, and the third a short club. All three had that generic Worker tag over them.

“You sure you saw the girl come in here?” one of the men asked. His voice echoed loudly in the empty building.

“Hurry,” Prim hissed to Numi.

Numi gulped. “Yes!”

The rough voices echoed up. “Well, I see no sign of her here. Maybe up those stairs?”

Alice froze, feeling like a mouse trapped under the gaze of a hawk.

A moment later, the padlock clicked open.

“Go in, Alice!” Prim said.

Standing, Alice crept back, wary of boards creaking. The padlock was open but the hinges on the door were visibly rusted and would make noise unless she opened it slowly…

Meanwhile, she heard creaking from the stairwell. The men were heavier than her and took the steps carefully, but they were still coming.

The moment the door was opened wide enough for her slim frame, Prim flitted in. Numi quickly followed.

Alice paused only to scoop up the meat pie left on the floor. She hoped she didn’t leave any crumbs behind to give her away.

Then she stepped inside the previously locked room and carefully eased the door shut.

The padlock was in her hand, and there was a place to lock it from the other side. She quickly did so, then stood back, grabbing Numi in one hand, Prim under her other arm.

The room was dusty and empty except for a few bits of furniture covered by dirty sheets. Like the rest of the building, most of the window panes had been cracked or broken out from stones thrown from below. By the thick layer of dust that coated the floor, no one had stepped in here for years.

From the other side of the door, she heard, “Fan out.”

“I heard something!” another man said, voice high with excitement.

Then there was a curse.

“What is it?”

“Nothing. Just pigeons.”

Prim pressed her cheek against Alice’s own. Meanwhile, Numi was quaking — no. She growled softly in Alice’s grip.

They waited for what felt like an hour, though it had to have been only a couple of minutes, while the men argued and poked about. Twice, they tried the locked door — and the others nearby, judging by the sounds — but didn’t seem hopeful that she had escaped within.

Alice didn’t think they were from the Earl’s estate. They didn’t wear the Earl’s colors, and they hadn’t looked official at all. No, they searched her out for some other, darker purpose.

Finally, the men descended into arguing and decided to try another building nearby. The footsteps receded, but Alice didn’t trust that they wouldn’t return later tonight.

If she hadn’t been able to get into this room. If it hadn’t been for Numi…

She looked down at her newest little dragon. “Thank you.”

“Your work was adequate,” Prim added.

Numi perked up. “Do I get to eat now?”


Chapter Nine




Alice mentally shook herself. Her own stomach pinched with hunger, but Numi was newly hatched, and she remembered how fiercely hungry Prim had been when she’d just hatched.

“Of course,” she said, and with only a bit of reluctance, offered her own meat pie to Numi.

The little dragon sniffed it, but then made a face. “Ick. You want me to eat this?”

Alice and Prim exchanged a look. There was no other food inside the room.

Numi, however, had other ideas. She crawled into Alice’s lap, snuffling at Alice’s pocket. “What is in here?”

Curious, Alice pulled out one of her copper coins. Instantly, Numi grabbed it up in her tiny pincer claws. Although the coin itself was bigger than her head, she somehow wrapped her jaws around it. Before Alice could say anything, the entire coin went in. Numi’s gullet was stretched as the coin descended to her stomach.

“Numi,” Alice said, in complete shock. “Are you... are you okay?”

Numi licked her chops. “That tasted delicious.”

Alice stared at the little dragon, mildly horrified. But the little green dragon scales seemed a little brighter, as if the coin had given her strength. “Can I get more?” Numi asked hopefully.

Alice hesitated. “I don’t know if swallowing coins is good for you.” Then she looked again at Numi’s scales and thought back to what she had asked for just before the little dragon hatched. Had she accidentally requested a dragon that ate money? How in the world was she going to be able to afford to keep Numi fed?

“I only have one more copper left,” she said, reaching into her pocket anyway.

Prim poked her elegant head towards the window.

“If you want to eat more coins, you can go find some yourself.”

“Really?” Numi sounded delighted.

“No,” Alice said, then hesitated. “I mean...” She paused and looked down at the eager little dragon. “Would you mind getting coins for me?”

“Of course not. I want to. But only if I can eat some, too.”

Alice bit her lip. This was such a bad idea, and she felt terrible. She was supposed to protect her dragon. But...

“You may eat half the copper coins you find and bring the others to me,” she said, and in a burst of inspiration added, “But you may find others made of silver and gold. If you see any of those, bring them straight back to me. But... you must be careful, Numi. It’s not safe out there. You must stay in the shadows and not let anyone see you.”

The little dragon bobbed her head up and down, looking even more lizard-like than usual. “Okay, okay! I’ll be careful. I’ll look along the ground.”

“You don’t have any camouflage skills,” Alice continued, “so you must stick to the darkness.”

“And most importantly,” Prim said, “you must make sure that when you return, no one follows you here. Evil men are looking for Alice. You must keep her safe.”

For the first time, Numi looked entirely serious. “I will,” she said. “I won’t lead any evil people back to Alice. I promise.”

“Stay safe.” Alice picked up the little money-eating dragon and walked to the window to where one pane had been knocked out completely, leaving no sharp fragments behind. Below, the street was dark and empty.

There was no sign of the men who had come after her.

Unless they, too, had a skill that would keep them hidden. She didn’t want to think about that.

She placed Numi at the edge of the empty pane, and the little dragon scuttled out. “I’ll bring back many, many coins, and try not to eat too many of them,” she said. Then, she flared her narrow wings and, to Alice’s mild alarm, took off into the air.

Her flight was wobbly at first, but she straightened out and dove to the ground. Her green scales were impossible to see in the gathered darkness.

Alice returned to Prim, troubled. “Did I just do the right thing?”

“She is your aspect,” Prim said. “This is how she can best help you. Now, you can best help yourself by eating.”

Alice gave her dragon a look. “Don’t start mothering me now.”

In reply, the dragon only preened her beautiful pearl-pink wings.

Alice sat and ate half of her meat pie, saving the other half. She didn’t know if she could count on Numi being successful, and Alice had certainly gone with a lot less to eat than this. She could manage.

Somehow, despite her anxiety, she fell asleep.

Her rest was broken a few hours later by the sound of clinking. Opening her eyes, it took a few seconds for her to locate the source of the sound. There was a dark form by the window, and it tried to squeeze into a broken-out pane that was too small for it. It took a few seconds for her to realize that it was Numi, her stomach distended.

Instantly, Alice was on her feet, dumping Prim off her lap, who squawked in indignation.

She rushed to the window, but the damaged frame wouldn’t budge without being broken. Luckily, the wood was old and rotted. It snapped when Alice forced it.

Numi squeezed all the way through. The little dragon’s stomach was distended, much like a snake Alice had once seen that had just eaten some chicken eggs.

“Numi, are you okay?” she asked anxiously.

The little dragon peeped a happy reply. “I was too big for the window!”

Alice cradled Numi and brought her back to the corner where she, and a slightly disgruntled Prim, had been sleeping. Every motion brought a renewed sound of coins clinking together.

As soon as Alice sat down, Numi scuttled from her arms and stood in front of them. Then she reached into her mouth and pulled out one coin after another. It took a few moments for Alice to realize that Numi was yanking them out of her storage space, which apparently made the dragon like a money purse.

The coins kept coming, and Alice’s eyes widened. “How many did you find?”

The dragon mumbled something, but her answer was lost as her mouth was misshapen. It only took a few moments before she was finished, and Alice was looking at a stack of fifteen copper coins, two silver coins, and one gleaming gold.

It had taken Alice years of work to scavenge twenty coppers on her own, and moments for Dolly to steal most of them.

Now she was looking at more coins than she ever thought she would see at one time.

“What are these worth?” Prim asked, coming over and tilting her head one way, then the other.

“It takes a hundred copper to equal one silver, and it takes a hundred silver to create one gold,” Alice explained.

“Did I do good?” Numi asked.

With a start, Alice realized that her shocked stillness made the dragon anxious. In answer, she grabbed the little dragon up and cuddled her close.

“You did amazing. How did you find all these coins?”

“Oh, everywhere! They were stuffed in cracks between the edges of streets, and in gutters where the water collects. The glittery one,” she used her pointed tail to indicate the gold, “was between a house and the street.”

She could easily picture Numi’s flat form scuttling in and out of cracks.

“Was I good?” the little dragon asked again. “Did I help?”

She hugged the little dragon closely. “You helped so much, thank you.”

Numi let out a purr of happiness.

Since Prim looked on wistfully, Alice grabbed her and hugged her close, too.

“Can I eat some of the coins now?” Numi asked. “I was very good, and I only ate a few of them, but I’m still very hungry.”

“You didn’t eat them when you put them in your stomach?” Alice asked.

“No, I put them in my fake stomach, not my real stomach. I was very, very good,” said the little dragon, bobbing her head happily in affirmation. And why shouldn’t she be rewarded for her work?

Alice plucked up the shiniest silver coin and passed it over to the little dragon. Numi’s eyes bugged out even more than usual, and she ate it hungrily, biting through the large silver and swallowing it down in two pieces. Then, sated, she curled up on Alice’s lap, while Prim curled up on the other side.

Alice stayed awake, staring at the coins and thinking.

For the first time since leaving the estate, she had a glimmer of hope. Things might turn out okay.


Chapter Ten




Alice and her dragons weren’t interrupted for the rest of the night.

In the dawn of a new day, Alice took stock of what she had. She knew they weren’t safe in this room, despite the locked door. If the intruders returned with lock-picking tools or conducted a more thorough search, she would be in trouble. She needed a plan.

She sensed that Prim was on the verge of leveling up. Alice had occasionally reached that threshold under her old General Laborer class whenever she was about to advance a skill, and when she focused on Prim, she felt the same way. Like she was balanced on the edge of a cliff.

Perhaps laying an egg had given her a lot of experience.

Once everyone was awake, Numi had another copper coin for breakfast. Prim curiously watched the green dragon eat, but thankfully made no request for a coin, content with actual food.

Then Alice had Prim scout the area under her Concealment skill.

The dragon reported back shortly. “I looked up and down the street, and I didn’t see those men anywhere. But there are fresh foot tracks below in the dust on the first floor. I think someone was there during the night. It could have been the men or someone else looking to get out of the cold.”

“Either way, we need to leave.” Alice straightened her work smock and brushed off stray dust as best she could. Her best shot at avoiding notice was to make it look like she was on an errand for a household. Although this task was typically reserved for specialized classes like Maids, a lower-income household with only a few servants might be desperate enough to send someone untrained such as a General Laborer out.

Alice separated the pile of coins in half, taking the silver and several coppers for herself and giving the valuable gold to Numi.

Then she stared in dismay at the little green dragon. “You don’t have a Concealment skill. What am I going to do with you?”

“I’m still very good at hiding,” Numi said. “And your sleeves are very big.” The little dragon scuttled up Alice’s leg like a lizard, into her shirt, and tucked herself into Alice’s right sleeve.

It caused the sleeve to sag a little oddly, and Numi’s hot scales pressed against the bottom of her arm. But it would do as a hiding place for now.

From inside the sleeve, Numi piped up, “The cracks in the roads are deep. Once you’re outside, bend down and pretend to tie your shoe. I’ll travel through the cracks and look for more delicious coins.”

Alice bit her lip. “Are you sure?”

“Yes, I want to find all the coins,” the little dragon said enthusiastically.

Well, Alice could imagine the dragon scuttling in and out of the cracks in the streets. In this part of town, the cracks within the cobblestone streets ran deep, and it wasn’t like anybody would bend down to press their eyes on them.

“Okay,” she said, glancing at Prim who immediately understood and went to the window. Alice headed for the door.

Outside the building, the streets were bustling with people, including House Servants, Merchants, and specialized workers like Bricklayers, Dockworkers, and Harvesters from various classes. There were apprentices and journeymen Merchants, Carters, Traders, and all kinds of people in between.

The higher-skilled classes and craft masters were nowhere to be seen. They sent their lower workers out to do their bidding.

Alice tried to stay out of everyone’s way, keeping to the side of the road. Although some people glanced at her, they weren’t interested and just read her identity tag before looking away.

Occasionally, she caught glimpses of Prim flying overhead, which looked like a bird if she didn’t focus too much.

As planned, Alice slowly made her way down the street and pretended to bend down as if to tie her shoe. Numi then slipped out of her sleeve and into the wide cracks between streets and sidewalk, scuttling quickly from one crack to another when necessary. Whenever Alice caught a glimpse of the little green dragon, her heart skipped a beat.

People were too busy with their day and didn’t seem to pay attention to their feet. Alice spotted quite a few rats in the darkness and figured it was better not to look too closely, herself.

Alice had a vague sense of where Numi was, and although she could not pinpoint her exact location, she knew the general direction and distance. They were connected.

Because she’s an aspect of my class, Alice reminded herself. She had been She of Many Dragons for just over a week and a half now, and it was finally setting in what that meant.

During her slow stroll, Alice stopped at a food stall that served morning pastries. The prices were much more reasonable that morning compared to last night. She had been taken for a fool by the meat pie seller.

She paid only a quarter of a copper for two pastries, and suspected that was still a high price because the pastries were very rich indeed; fluffy with a thick coating of icing on top. The treat was almost too sugary for her taste, but she nibbled on it anyway and made sure to wrap the second pastry in a bit of wax paper for Prim.

While casually chewing, she spotted a stall that was hung with bright bolts of fabric. An old memory hit her of looking through such things and reaching out to feel the fabric between her fingers. She had been quickly chased away from the stall as a child because she was too young to have a class, and surely could not pay for it.

Well, they will not chase me away again, she thought, an odd feeling hitting her that was close to rebellion. I have money now, and I have a good class, even if no one can see it.

Alice strode up to the booth. The merchant behind the booth looked interested as she approached until the moment she obviously read Alice’s tag.

“Mind you don’t get any fingerprints on the fabric, or I’ll report to your employer,” she warned.

“Of course,” Alice replied. Then, on a whim, she added, “I’m on an errand for my mistress.”

“Is that so?” The woman looked skeptical.

Alice met the woman’s eyes without flinching. After all, she was the friend of two dragons. Despite her impulse to shrug and make an excuse to leave, she calmly replied, “I need simple clothes for a simple woman. Nothing too expensive. My mistress wants to save some coins.”

“What size?” the woman asked automatically.

Alice thought for a moment. “My height, but a bit heavier. She’s recovering from her third child.”

The clothes were for Alice, of course, but she wanted them to be a bit larger on her skinny frame, in hopes that she could hide Prim or Numi in a pinch.

“She’s looking for a good deal,” Alice added, cocking her head to the side meaningfully.

“Oh, a copper pincher. Hard times indeed,” the woman replied, relaxing a bit and seeming more friendly. She must have assumed that Alice’s family struggled financially. They must be, to send only a General Laborer out for their shopping.

The Merchant led Alice to a table displaying sturdier denim fabrics. Alice selected two shirts and a simple skirt that would cover her ankles and had deep pockets. Each shirt cost twenty copper and the skirt was priced at a half silver or fifty copper, but Alice considered it a worthwhile investment because the clothing was of better quality than what she was currently wearing and brand-new. The first brand-new clothing she’d ever owned.

After paying the fee with her last silver, she carefully took the nicely wrapped clothing and ducked into a narrow alley to change, making sure not to let any of her new fabric touch the filth on the ground.

While Alice changed, she heard a piping voice interrupt her. Numi scuttled out of a crack in the brickwork. Her stomach was round and tight again.

“Alice, I found many coppers and one more silver,” the little dragon said, looking happy.

Alice smiled at her and said, “Good work. Now, please give me the gold coin.”

She heard a fluttering sound from overhead and saw something out of the corner of her eye that she thought might be a pigeon, but she soon realized it was Prim.

She was glad to see her. Alice had often wondered if Prim had a deeper understanding of Alice’s new class than she let on. “Prim, do you know if I need to keep my General Laborer tag?”

Prim cocked her head and replied, “Do you want to show yourself as She of Many Dragons?”

“No, no,” Alice said, nervously giggling. “That would be disastrous. Most people think that dragons are beasts who eat cities, so that wouldn’t be a good idea. No, I want to change my tag to something else. Do you think I can?”

“I don’t know,” Prim said.

That wasn’t a definitive “no”. Curious.

Alice accessed her profile sheet.

She concentrated on the hidden tag, and to her surprise and delight, a new option appeared. She could choose from several tags:

Available Hidden Classes:

• General Laborer

• Streetwalker

• Apprentice Cook

• Apprentice Merchant

• Maid

• Thief

Alice was taken aback. Why would anyone opt for “Streetwalker” or “Thief’ tags?

The rest appeared to be starting classes. Also, this was a greater variety than she ever thought would be possible. What should she pick?

Prim suddenly squawked. Alice almost shushed her, but then she realized it was a warning.

Alice ducked behind a trashcan just in time to hear the sound of heavy footsteps coming down the alleyway.

As she dared to peek an eye around, she saw that one of the men’s tags was that generic Worker again. Were they the same men, or different ones?

The men spoke to each other in low tones, but she was too far away to catch the words.

It sounded like a business transaction, and then after a few minutes, one walked away, then the other. Alice looked up at Prim, who clung behind some piping leading down from the roof.

The little dragon bobbed her head, indicating that it was safe now. Alice let out a breath and straightened up, brushing off her new clothing.

That did it. She needed to change her visible class. If the Workers read people’s tags and didn’t look too closely at Alice, dressed in new clothing, maybe they wouldn’t recognize her from last night.

But why did she need to be on the streets at all? She looked down at the gold coin Numi had given her, still clutched in her hand.

“What should we do now, Alice?” Prim asked.

Numi just watched her with her bugged-out eyes. They depended on her, and she on them.

Alice took a deep breath to settle her racing heart. She had leaned toward the Maid tag because it would be work close to what she knew.

However, maybe it was the adrenaline from her close call, but she felt like she needed to take a risk right now.

“Ladies,” she said softly, “I think we need to live like one of the rich folks.”

She changed her visible tag to Apprentice Merchant.


Chapter Eleven




Alice stood in front of a gleaming, fancy building. Since she didn’t know the city, she had asked Prim to look for something large and imposing. The dragon had certainly delivered as, at rising five full stories high, this was the tallest building she had ever seen.

It made her a little dizzy just to look at it. Or perhaps her dizziness came from the fact that she was doing something unlike anything she had experienced before. Even the walk over to this side of town had been odd.

As a General Laborer, she was accustomed to automatically stepping out of the path of higher-class individuals. However, with Alice’s new clean clothing and her Apprentice Merchant tag, other classers suddenly gave way to her.

Not everybody, of course, but some tipped their hat or nodded their head respectfully as she passed by. One man even stopped his horse-drawn cart in the street and asked if she wanted a ride. Flustered, Alice declined, and the man rode off. It only occurred to her later that he wasn’t just being nice. He likely saw her tag and wanted extra coins.

No one expected General Laborers to have anything worth spending other than their labor.

Somehow, Alice managed to navigate several streets, each busier than the last. Towards the end of her walk, she received other looks, too. People sniffed at her new but simple clothing. Apparently, she was not dressed according to her station.

She kept her arms tucked close. Numi snoozed in her left-hand sleeve, having done a good day’s work. She wondered if that little dragon would have more luck with coins in this fancy part of town.

Meanwhile, Prim practiced her Concealment skill and flitted from building to building, up high.

Now Alice stood in front of a building that proclaimed itself as a hotel. She should probably aim for something more modest, but at the same time… she was taken by the possibility of living well above her station for once. She wanted to experience sleeping on a real feather mattress instead of straw or reed mats, even if it was just for one night.

Nodding to herself, Alice scraped her fingers through her blonde hair to make it as orderly as possible. She was not dressed as fancy as some of the people she’d seen, but hopefully, her new false class tag and the money would speak for themselves.

From the branches of a decorative tree, Prim spoke. “What do you think?”

Alice replied quietly, “These people are a much higher class than me.”

“You are much better than them,” Prim said with absolute confidence. “And soon, you will level up again, which will make you much more powerful than them.”

Alice smiled to herself, thinking that Prim was one of the kindest creatures she had ever met. She also wouldn’t know what she would do without Numi, the one who also found the money for her.

I am She of Many Dragons, she thought, gathering up the last bits of her courage. That has to mean something.

Squaring her shoulders, she nodded to Prim. “If this works, I’ll request a room with an outside wall. Wait for me to open up a window and then come in. Keep hidden until then.”

“I will,” Prim replied. “You’ll do fine.”

Since Numi was sleeping, Alice left her in her sleeve to keep her safe. Then, with a deep breath, she crossed the street and entered the hotel.

Her first shock was that somebody with a Hotel Attendant tag opened the door for her.

It was as if he had waited for her arrival. Alice eyed the man for a second, but he simply nodded and turned his attention back to the outside.

Imagine that, she thought. Somebody opening a door for me.

The interior was made of pale stone, possibly marble, with gilded edgings. Her cheap shoes echoed across the lobby, sounding as loud as a trumpet announcing her arrival.

A woman with a Hotel Attendant tag stood behind a giant counter, towering over Alice. The slightly dismissive look from the attendant made Alice feel small, but dismissiveness was at least familiar to her.

“How much for a room for one night?” Alice squeaked out.

The attendant looked at her. “Most people don’t have to ask. Are you coming to meet somebody? Your father, perhaps?”

Alice shook her head.

The attendant hesitated and then asked, “For just yourself, miss?”

“Yes.”

The woman sighed. “It is quite a lot. We are an exclusive establishment, the amount is ten silver a day. This, of course, includes two complimentary meals per service day, and the checkout is at noon.”

Alice imagined how many fine shirts, skirts, and new shoes she could purchase for ten whole silvers. Not to mention the meals.

Then she remembered the men who had looked for her — who might still be looking for her. They would not dare to try to search an establishment such as this. She wasn’t just buying luxury. She was buying a place that would, temporarily, cloak her.

More than that, she wanted a taste of the luxury she had seen from a distance all her life. Even if it was just for one night, it would be nice to remember this night fondly for the rest of her life. It would be something she could tell her children about.

“I once stayed within a high-class establishment, ordered whatever I wanted, and slept on a bed that felt like a cloud.”

Only... instead of children, the image came to her mind of telling a covey of dragons that instead. Odd.

“Of course, we do have rooms without concierge service,” the attendant continued. “It still includes the meals but not the additional little comfy extras most of our clientele demand. That would be eight silver a night.”

Apparently, Alice’s hesitation had been a bit too long, and despite her snooty attitude, the staff were looking to fill rooms. She couldn’t imagine a place this high class would be in that much demand on a constant basis.

“I would like one of those, without the concierge,” Alice said and slid the gold coin across the table.

The hotel assistant nodded and did not seem fazed at all about the appearance of a gold coin. She changed it out quickly, giving Alice a half gold mark which was the equivalent of fifty silver and four neat stacks of ten gleaming silvers, and two extra. Alice took the coins awkwardly, realizing that she only had her deep pockets and that the coins would clink together. Well, there was nothing to be done.

A proper lady would likely carry a purse or have an assistant to take care of that sort of thing. The hotel assistant abruptly tapped a bell, which rang loudly and made Alice jump. “Our man, Peter, will be along for your luggage,” the lady said.

“I...don’t have any luggage,” Alice murmured. That got an unexpected look, though the attendant didn’t comment further.

A new man, Peter, who wore a red and gold uniform complete with a fancy cap on top, came up and looked at Alice expectantly. The attendant spoke to him in an undertone and handed him a key. She must have explained that Alice had no luggage because Peter glanced at her back a couple of times, his eyebrows raised.

Had this been a mistake?

Well, Alice had paid, and it would raise more alarm if she backed away now.

“This way, miss,” Peter said.

Alice followed him, keeping her free hand stuffed in her pocket to keep the coins from jingling.

The man stepped into an incredibly tiny room. Alice followed him, confused, until he pressed the button. There was a sound of gears, and Alice squeaked when she felt the pit of her stomach feel heavier.

“I never liked elevators myself, ma’am,” Peter said conversationally. “But I assure you that ours are inspected by the city twice a year. All our gears are oiled—but not too oiled, if you catch my drift.” He winked at her.

Alice had no idea what he was talking about, but she had heard of elevators before. She just never thought that she would be able to be in one for herself.

She nodded, trying to calm the racing of her heart.

The elevator jolted to a stop, and the doors opened to a gilded hallway painted bright red with golden accents, which felt warm and opulent.

At the end of the hall, Peter stopped and presented Alice with a key with a little flourish. Alice took it and realized that she was being given access to her very own room. Except for last night, she had never stayed in a place where she had her own lock to her own space.

Then Peter held out his hand again, and after a moment, Alice realized he was asking for a tip. Just for guiding her up the elevator? Was she being taken advantage of, or was this how high-class people spent their money?

Thankfully, she still had some coins with her and slapped a silver in his hand.

“Thank you very much, miss,” Peters said, though he looked a little annoyed at the amount. “Let me know if you need any help.”

He tipped his cap to her, and she unlocked the door to her room.

Her room was a huge space, with the carpeting so thick that it caught the rough edges of her simple shoes. It was creamy and thick, with a huge bed that could fit at least four people.

To the side stood two other doors, one leading to a giant closet, which was empty and would likely stay that way, and the other to a gleaming and beautiful bathroom. The bathroom had a huge claw-foot tub, actual running water, and an indoor toilet.

Alice turned the tap on the beautiful sink and water ran bright and clear out of it. She cupped her hands and took a sip. It was sweet and cold, like it had just come out of a well.

Alice smiled to herself and did a little twirl.

A surprised peep came from her sleeve, and Numi crawled out, looking a little annoyed by the interruption to her nap.

“Sorry, love.” Alice quickly deposited the sleepy green dragon on her bed, leaving a copper coin for her to munch on, and then headed out to the windows.

She had her own small balcony with a table and chair set out.

With a grin, she opened the glass door. Sweet, warm air drifted past her face.

Prim flew in with a burst of wings that sounded like a flock of mourning doves. The dragon circled the room, chittering happily. “This is the type of place where you should sleep at night,” Prim said with satisfaction as she landed on the top frame of a mirror.

“At least for one night,” Alice said.

There was a writing desk set to one side. She pulled it open and found actual paper, blank and unused, along with an elegant pen and quill. She could read a little, but it had been years since she had tried to practice her writing.

Sitting down, Alice used the pen to sketch out her name over and over. Her letters were wobbly at first, her fingers unpracticed, but she improved quickly. By the end, the letters looked neat, if not flowing, and beautiful. At least it was readable.

Numi had finished her snack of a copper coin and sat up, looking around. “I smell more coins outside.”

“I’m sure there’s plenty around here, but let’s wait to search until nighttime,” Alice said. “There’s too much activity on the streets.”

She glanced back and noticed a small door set in the middle of the far wall. It was a dumbwaiter where she could order food. Sliding it open, she found a little menu sitting inside.

Alice studied the menu, then ticked the box for roast beef sandwiches and sent the list down the dumbwaiter.

Ten minutes later, the sound of a bell tinkled, and the dumbwaiter rose again. Prim squeaked in surprise as a mound of sandwiches appeared, then dove into one of them.

Alice and Prim enjoyed a lovely meal while Numi insisted on eating one of the new silver coins.

That afternoon, Alice took a nap on the gigantic bed. When she woke up, it was evening and the city streets became quiet. Prim was out on the balcony, still as a statue and somehow hiding in the shadows as if she had wrapped them around her.

“Alice,” she called softly. “Come out here. The men are back.”

A cold chill ran down Alice’s spine, and she immediately became as tense as if her lovely, relaxing afternoon had never happened. She clutched the blankets to herself in fear. “Where?”

The dragon gestured with a wing.

Carefully, Alice crept to the balcony and looked out.

Sure enough, she saw three figures walking down the street, peering around statues and in bushes as if they planned to flush someone out like partridges. They had followed her here.

Did they know which room she was in? No, it didn’t seem to be the case because they poked around the courtyard and up and down the street. Alice kept the lamp turned down on her side and peeked out, watching.

“Why are they following me?” she asked, but her dragon did not have an answer.

Alice watched the men until the evening light became too dim to see them. City attendants came by to light the gas lamps, but by then, they were gone.

However, the night had become ominous, and it felt like every deep shadow outside held a man in wait with a club and a net.

Numi piped up, “I want to go look for more coins.”

Alice bit her lip, unsure if it was worth the risk. However, her little dragon looked at her with such hope that it was clear Numi really wanted to do this. “Okay, but you must be very, very careful. Those terrible men are still out there. I don’t know why they’re looking for me, but… I’m worried.”

“I’ll be careful. They’re looking for you, not for me,” Numi said blithely before scuttling down the face of the hotel and jumping off the balcony.

Returning inside, Alice sat down on her bed, anxious and unable to fall asleep because of her earlier nap.

Prim dozed in her lap. Petting her dragon, Alice nibbled her lip in thought. Why were the Workers after her? Weren’t there many easier targets in the city? It didn’t make any sense. She wasn’t that important.

Had the Earl from the estate she left put a bounty on her head? If that were the case, wouldn’t City Officials or Lawmen come in and arrest her properly?

Thoughts chased each other in her mind, but she didn’t have any answers. As she fretted, she heard a slight scuffling at the front door.

Prim perked up with a hiss, and Alice hoped it was just somebody walking by. Then the front door to her room creaked open.


Chapter Twelve




Alice froze in horror, knowing that the false Workers had found her at last. She should have done better by her dragons, should have taken the gold piece, and used it to run for a new city. She should never have assumed that these gilded walls would protect her…

Prim hissed.

Alice quickly shushed her. Their only chance was to stay hidden.

The figure at the door hesitated, perhaps hearing something. Then he entered the darkened all the way and closed the door to a crack behind him.

After the initial shock had passed, Alice realized that the figure was rather small, almost childlike.

He was also carrying something—a bag that would neatly fit a dragon.

A new horror washed over Alice. Prim did not have any skills to protect herself, and Numi was out on the prowl for new coins.

That meant it was up to Alice to fight and protect them.

The figure poked around, likely still blinded by the bright hallway lamp outside. But he wouldn’t be for long. Alice’s own silhouette was hidden against the balcony curtain. But as soon as his eyes adjusted, he would see her.

Using hand gestures, Alice indicated that Prim should hide.

Then she reached out, her fingers circling the base of a heavy brass lamp. She moved to strike when the figure was turned away from her. In one fluid motion, she stood from her chair, ripped the lamp from its socket, and struck him across the head.

At least, that was the idea.

At the last moment, the figure hunched in reflex. Alice struck him across the back and shoulders instead, driving him down. Though she never hit anyone in her life before, she knew her strike wasn’t strong enough to knock him out.

The figure cried out in a child’s voice.

Alice hurried across the room and switched on another lamp, and the room was bathed in a golden glow.

A dirty boy lay crouched in the middle of her floor, dressed in a hotel worker uniform. The clothing was too big for him and oddly puffed up around his ankles and wrists, as if he had inexpertly tried to roll the fabric back. It had to have been stolen.

Alice had no time to take in what she had done before the boy lurched back to his feet, turning around. Clearly, he wasn’t too hurt. His expression was equally horrified.

“Miss! Oh, I’m so sorry, miss. I came here to sweep the chimney—I didn’t mean to startle you.” He rushed to the fireplace as if to emphasize his words.

Unfortunately, that was where Prim hid, concealed like one of the ashy logs. The little rose gold dragon raised her wings in shock, effectively breaking the camouflage.

The boy froze, and Alice had the presence of mind to cross the room and cover his mouth before he could let out a scream.

“Say nothing!” Alice told him in a hard, cold voice she barely recognized. “Prim, go lock the door.”

She had never given a command like that before, but Prim obediently flew over to the still-ajar front door, using her momentum to fully close it, and engaged the lock with her dexterous claw-fingers.

The boy shook Alice’s hand off, openly gaping at Prim. “Is that…”

“It’s none of your business! And I know you’re a thief, not a chimney sweeper, so don’t deny it.” The boy’s mouth snapped shut over his next lie.

Concentrating, Alice tried to Identify him, but came up with no class tag. Not a big surprise. He seemed too young for the system to recognize—maybe twelve or thirteen at the most, and an underfed twelve or thirteen years old at that.

“I’m sorry,” the boy said again, “I had no idea that you were a high-classer, miss. My boss sent me in here to sweep, you see. We thought that the room would be empty, miss.”

Alice rolled her eyes. “If you’re a chimney sweeper, then I’m a dog. But I do believe that you thought I wasn’t in here.” Which was why he snuck in to steal whatever she might have left behind.

The boy’s false earnest expression cracked, and his gaze again flicked towards Prim. “Say, is that your pet dragon? Is that for sale?”

Prim arched her neck imperiously.

“She’s no pet,” Alice said, half in exasperation as she rested one fist against her waist. “What is your plan here? If you keep stealing things from people, the System will take note. Then, when you’re finally old enough, all you’ll get is thief classes. Is that what you want?”

The boy looked at her with derision in his eyes.

Alice continued, “And that means you won’t be able to work anywhere decent—no employer will have you.”

“Well, I can’t get employment now. I gotta eat, don’t I?”

That was true, but… “Where are your parents?”

He shrugged.

She sighed.

A knock came at the door, and they both froze.

The boy turned to her, pleading now. “Please don’t tell. Coming into your room was just an honest mistake. Really!”

She highly doubted that.

“Stay there.” She started to move to the door, but paused when she caught him looking toward the balcony window as if considering whether he should jump or not.

Prim solved that neatly by alighting to him. He caught her by reflex, his expression softening. Carefully, he started to pet the little dragon.

The knock came again, and Alice turned back to the door. “Coming.”

She opened it just a crack to see a woman with a Hotel Worker tag over her head.

“Apologies for disturbing you, miss.” The worker curtsied neatly. “It’s time to collect the orders for the evening meal. Will you be dining in your room today, or will you be joining us in the restaurant downstairs?”

I just caught a thief in my room. I don’t think anywhere is safe enough to leave, Alice thought, half hysterically. But she kept her face a blank mask. That was a talent she had picked up a long time ago when trying to go unnoticed by the Earl and his family. “I would like two dinner orders brought up to my room,” she said after a moment of thought. Then she dug in her pocket and handed over two silvers. “And please make it quick.”

The woman seemed pleased but not all that surprised by the extra incentive. “Right away, miss.” Another curtsy.

Alice closed the door and locked it again for good measure. When she turned back, she saw that the boy had taken a seat and was quietly petting Prim.

Well, at least he hadn’t attacked them.

“Her name is Prim, and I’m Alice, by the way,” she said.

The boy seemed half-enthralled by the dragon and wasn’t listening. “She’s so pretty…” Alice waited a moment, and then prompted, “What’s your name?”

Finally, he tore his gaze from the little dragon and looked at her. “I’m Tom.”

“Hello, Tom,” Alice said.

“Hello, Tom,” a piping voice echoed from the balcony.

They both turned to see Numi, who had freshly crawled up the outside of the wall and onto the balcony. She scuttled inside, her bulging stomach rattling with fresh coins.

“And that’s Numi,” Alice said, resisting the urge to pinch between her eyebrows. She was getting a headache.

“How many dragons do you have?” Tom asked.

Thankfully, Numi said, “Alice! Alice! You’re going to love this. I got two more—“

Alice quickly interrupted before the little dragon could brag about her findings in front of a thief. “Thank you, Numi. You’ve done wonderfully.”

“So… They’re smart? Can this one speak?” Tom looked at Prim, who just blinked her eyes at him.

Alice liked the open admiration from the little thief. But she was painfully unsure of what to do about him. Should she threaten him? Put the fear into him so he will never think about telling anybody else about what he saw?

The problem with that was that fear tended to fade fast, and shortly after, Tom might come back or just sell her out completely.

The other thing that held her back was the fact that Prim seemed intent on making friends with him, and Prim tended to have a good read on people. If Alice had listened to her earlier, she might have been better prepared to deal with Dolly.

Before she could decide what to do, another knock came at the door.

“That was fast,” she muttered. She had to remember that lesson: good tipping meant good service.

Soon, Alice returned with two fancy plates with silver-topped lids over them. She’d had to fend off the overeager hotel worker who wanted to set up her dining table… Whatever that was meant to mean. Alice insisted she could do it herself, which caused an odd look. Taking the tray, she closed the door.

The tray was filled with two covered plates. Setting it up on the table, she lifted one of the lids and gasped.

There was, in her estimation, an entire feast on the plate before her. Roast chicken with the skin crusted in herbs, a large mound of fluffy mashed potatoes with a pool of gravy, and a selection of vegetables — asparagus and carrots were also seasoned beyond anything she had seen before.

The smell was both pungent and divine. Even Tom, who was half enraptured by Prim, stood up to take a look.

Alice didn’t blame him and made a little ohh of appreciation as she lifted the second lid and found an identical feast.

Then she looked at Tom. You do catch more flies with honey...

“Well?” she said, “what are you waiting for? Dig in.” She sat at the table and grabbed one of the forks that came along with the meal.

Tom took a couple of eager steps towards the food, an expression of longing on his thin face. But then he paused. “How do I know it isn’t poisoned?”

In answer, Alice rolled her eyes and took a forkful of mashed potatoes off the second plate. She made a point of chewing and swallowing.

Tom must have decided that having a full, delicious meal for once was worth the risk because he quickly joined her at the table. They ate hungrily, and she suspected, like two starving wolves. For a few minutes, all that could be heard was the sound of chewing and cutlery scraping.

Alice only paused to give the choice bits of chicken to Prim. Numi, of course, declined the food. But... What was she going to do about Tom?

Well, there might be some value she could get out of him. “Tom, do you know this area?” she asked casually.

“Of course,” he replied, thickly, his mouth full. Then he paused and picked up one of the napkins that had come along with the meal. “There sure are a lot of fancy napkins around here. I wonder why they all look different...”

“Have you seen any men around here who... act oddly?” Alice asked, trying to redirect him. “What do you mean?”

She decided to be blunt with the kid. “They have Worker tags over their heads, but I don’t think they’re workers. I’ve never heard of that class before.”

He froze, gravy and potatoes slipping off his fork. “Hunters? You’ve seen them around?”

“Hunters?” she repeated.

Immediately, he shook his head. “You don’t have to worry about them, miss. Not a high-classer like you. They’re for... my people. But you’ve seen them around?” He seemed alarmed.

“I have,” Alice said. The heavy meal she had just eaten sat badly in her stomach. “Can you tell me about them?”

He looked hesitant.

“Tom,” she said, “I want to know what’s happening in the city. And,” she added, knowing that this would seal the deal, “I can pay for the information.”

That seemed like the type of thing an Apprentice Merchant would say, right? One who was trying to get herself established?

Well, it was good enough to pass the muster of a suspicious twelve-year-old.

Tom still looked uncomfortable, but he said, “Well, for people like me, they’re known to pick people off the streets. Sell the girls to the brothels, the boys to the mines.” He took a look around the room. “If you don’t mind me saying, miss, that’s why a lot of people around here have bodyguards.”

Her gut twisted even further. “I thought you said high-classers don’t have to worry.”

He looked at her with eyes that seemed too old for his young face. “A mark is a mark, miss. You don’t want to get caught being stupid. Not in this city.”

That... was sound advice.

After a moment’s thought, Alice dug around for another silver and passed it across the table. “This is for the information.” Then she added another two silvers. “And this is for future information. If you hear any word about what those hunters are up to, you come to me straight away. Deal?”

She hoped that this would be enough to buy his silence and that her continuing to throw silvers at him would be worth more than him deciding to try to burglarize her again, or worse, rat out her dragons.

He grinned, and for the first time, his expression looked genuine. “You can trust me, Miss Alice.” She hoped so because she didn’t have much else of a choice.


Chapter Thirteen




After Tom left, Alice barred the door. Looking back, she should probably have done that in the first place, but she had been blinded by the richness of the hotel. She had thought all that luxury gave her safety.

She’d been wrong.

The extra lock was a thin shield, but she felt mildly better.

“What’s wrong?” Prim asked. “He is nice.”

“He’s nice right now.” Alice bit her lower lip. It felt rough from mistreatment already, and she feared she was in danger of drawing blood soon. “Right until he spends those coins and comes back looking for more.”

Or decides to skip that step and go straight to the hunters, she silently added, not wanting to upset her dragons.

“If he does that, we’ll just give him new coins if he comes back,” Numi said confidently. “I can find plenty of them.”

“This isn’t about coins.” Alice paced the length of the room, back and forth, her mind a whirl of anxieties.

Everything felt too big, too much, and she was so vulnerable. For a moment, she missed her old life. It had been dull with no bright future ahead of her, but everything from her sleeping arrangements to her two meals a day had been taken care of.

But she had no future there. Just the same day in, day out, hoping to catch the System’s attention.

Well, for better or worse, she had caught the System’s attention.

She had to believe that meant something. That she was capable of living up to her class. “You’re very worried,” Prim said again. “Tell us what’s wrong.”

Alice nearly laughed. “Everything. I need to find work.” She paused and shook her head. “No, first I need to find somewhere safe. This hotel is nice, but with the hunters out there… I’m worried. I couldn’t even protect myself or you from Tom when he came in.” She looked at her hands — slim, feminine, and lacking any sort of muscle. “He’s just a kid without any skills of his own, and if he had attacked me… I don’t know what I would’ve done.”

Alice had no skills. Her dragons did, though.

“So you need a protector,” Prim said. “That’s what Tom told you earlier, right?”

“Yes, but I can’t hire one of those.”

The green dragon started to speak, but Alice held up her hand to interrupt her. “I know, Numi, you’ve brought me a lot of coins, but I don’t think there’s enough money in the world to pay off an adult who ever found out that I had dragons.”

That money would be worth more gold than she could imagine. Dragons were the terrors of the kingdom, and though that certainly did not apply to her friends, she didn’t think that she would be given the chance to explain herself, should they ever be caught.

Prim fluffed herself up, almost as if offended. “You certainly do not need to buy a bodyguard.”

“What do you —“ Alice stopped, then looked at Prim. Her eyes briefly unfocused as she glanced at the profile sheet. Mother of All. “You mean, you want to lay another egg?” she asked. “But we don’t have another aspect token.”

“Numi has leveled up several times, and so have you. I think your class is on the verge of leveling up again. We just need one more level.”

Prim was right. Alice had thought so herself, and with a burst of chagrin, she realized she was thinking just the way she had been when she encountered troubles in her old life, with her old class. Deep in her heart, she still thought of herself as a General Laborer who strived for coins and power she would never have. For help, she would never receive from uncaring high-classers and a mysterious System.

But now she did have that power. She needed to start thinking like She of Many Dragons.

She did have help, and she had options. Only, instead of leveling herself up, her power came through her dragons.

She turned to Numi, who lounged across the back of a small, delicate, powder-blue sofa. Her stomach was still full, and from the satisfied smile on her green face, she had likely eaten some of those coins rather than putting them into her storage space.

“Numi, how did you do tonight?” Alice asked.

Instantly, the little green dragon went from somnolent and sleepy to alert and eager. “I thought you would never ask,” she said, opening her mouth, and plucking out coins.

To Alice’s shock, though — and should she really be surprised, considering the area they were in? — Numi took out one silver coin after another from her mouth until she had a stack of at least twenty-five right in front of her. Then she started on the copper coins. Two stacks of twenty-five. By then, her stomach had shrunk considerably.

The little green dragon gave her a smug look, then opened her mouth and pulled out another gold coin, then a second, and finally, a third.

“Numi…” Alice said, stunned. She swooped down and pulled the little dragon into a hug. Numi squeaked happily in her arms.

“You did amazing!” Alice said. “Oh dearest, I’m sorry I didn’t check with you earlier… Were you uncomfortable holding all that in your stomach?” She looked at the coins again, realizing that there were certainly more than there had been before. Numi seemed a little longer, too. She was only a couple of days old but she had already grown.

“No, it was just all very heavy,” Numi said.

“Well, that’s a couple of days worth of rent here,” Alice said, amused. “And that will give us time to figure out how to level you up.” She looked at her profile, which included the two dragons.

Alice Turner

Age: 19

Class: She of Many Dragons

Level: 2

Rank: 1

Aspect: 2/2

Aspect 1

“Primordialis”

Level: 4

Primordialis’ Skills: 3/3

Mother of All (Permanent skill. Locked.) : 1

Authority: 4

Concealment: 9

Aspect 2

“Numismatis”

Level: 1

Numismatis’ Skills: 3/3

Currency Forager (Permanent skill. Locked.): 6

Lock Picking: 2

Spatial Storage: 4

Prim was very high in her Concealment skill.

Alice had gotten notifications on and off through the day but had learned to ignore them.

Numi had leveled up a few times, too, but she could see that there was some ground to gain in her Lock Picking.

“Lock Picking,” Alice murmured.

Alice looked around the room with new eyes. “It seems that these fancy classers would have a safe…”

“A safe?” Numi sat up, very interested.

“Look around the walls. I think that the attendant, Peter, should have shown me around, but he probably didn’t think much of me,” Alice murmured, and why should he? She had not acted like a proper lady. Just a scared girl pretending to be one.

She needed to remember that she had power.

The dragons hunted around. The room was very large, so there was a lot of ground to cover.

Numi, however, who was used to looking within hidden places, was the one to find it. “In here!” she called happily from the closet.

Alice came in to see her pointing with her tail to a small dark safe with a brass lock in the closet.

The safe was open, of course, and ready to be filled with jewels and coins and then relocked by whoever rented the room.

Inspired, Alice took one of the silver coins and showed it to her dragon. “This is yours if you can figure out the lock,” she said, placing it in the empty safe. There was a note inside with the combination. But Alice didn’t need to read that. She put the silver coin on the note, closed the door, and spun the lock.

Numi dived on it immediately, and Alice and Prim watched with interest as she pressed her head to the door and spun it back and forth.

“What are you doing?” Alice asked, amused.

“Figuring out the combination. I can hear the tumblers,” Numi replied.

Alice looked at Prim, who shrugged. She didn’t know what that meant, either. But this was Numi’s skill, so she likely knew what she was doing.

Numi spun the lock this way and that. It looked random to Alice, but the dragon was focused and intent. She gave a happy little yip sound every time she settled on a number, then worked the dial in the other direction. Finally, in less than a minute, she swung the safe open.

Alice didn’t have time to congratulate her before Numi leapt inside, falling on the silver coin like a cat on a mouse. She bit it in half and swallowed both parts in two gulps.

And, she gained a new skill level out of it, bringing it to three.

Now Alice paid strict attention, she felt a trickle of that experience feed from Numi to herself. It was similar to how it felt when she ranked up a level in her old Cleaning skill.

“Great job,” Alice said, warmly. She felt as if she was on the very edge of leveling up… Just one more level should do it.

She looked at the safe, then frowned, knowing that it only had one combination and Numi had already figured it out. The little green dragon needed more practice.

An idea occurred to her, and she winced, knowing that it could backfire on them easily.

Just in case, she looked again at the dragon. “Do you think after you’ve rested, you could go out again and look for more coins? Perhaps you can gain another level in Currency Forager.”

Numi hesitated in thought and then reluctantly shook her head. “I swept this area pretty clean. I sniffed out every single coin for two blocks in every direction. I can go further away from the hotel, if you want…”

“No,” Alice said immediately. Something instinctual told her that she did not want her dragon to stray too far from her. But neither did she want to go out and accompany Numi herself, especially with the hunters poking around.

That brought her back to her original idea.

She bit her lip again. This time, she tasted a little blood.

“I… have an idea,” she said, “but it’s dangerous, and it will take all of us to succeed.” Both the dragons perked up and looked at her.

“What is it?” Prim asked.

Alice let out a breath. She hardly believed what she was about to suggest. A couple of weeks ago, this would have been unthinkable, but… she had changed.

“We go to other suites… in unoccupied rooms,” she said, “and we break into every single one of them until Numi levels up.”


Chapter Fourteen




“How will we know which rooms are empty of people and which are not?” Prim asked, cocking her head to the side.

Her question gave Alice pause. She turned away, picking at her lower lip for a moment in thought. But she already knew. It was just a solution she did not particularly like.

“Only a few people can go through this hotel freely, yet not be noticed,” she murmured out loud to herself.

Numi perked up. “Who is that?”

“The staff, of course,” Prim said, all too easily.

Numi blinked her large buggy eyes. “Yeah, but Alice isn’t a Hotel Attendant. She’s an Apprentice merchant. Well, she’s really She of Many Dragons, but right now she’s pretending…”

As Numi chattered, Alice swiftly took a look at her sheet and confirmed that Hotel Attendant was not one of her available hidden classes. However, Maid was. The hotel staff would surely be able to tell the difference, but would a high-classer?

No, she didn’t think so. The lower classes were all but invisible to the uppers. This was a very dangerous gambit, but Alice needed her dragons to grow stronger, fast. With that in mind, she changed her visible class to Maid.
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They did not move until it was the dead middle of the night. That was the best chance, Alice decided, for there to be fewer people around.

She thought briefly about leaving Prim safe back in the room, but if she and Numi were discovered, nowhere would be safe.

So with reluctance, Alice hid Numi up her sleeve and instructed Prim to creep along with them under her most effective concealment skill. Alice pinned up her hair into a neat, plain bun she had seen some of the Hotel Attendants wear.

Her clothing was not at all appropriate. While it was neat, plain, and simple, it didn’t match the hotel uniforms.

She would address that first. If Tom found a uniform, so could she.

The first thing she did upon exiting her room was check the small closet doors that were on either end of the hallway. They were unlocked and didn’t give Numi the opportunity to practice her lock-picking skill.

The small closets were meant to store extra supplies — cleaning potions, scented beads that were charmed by Low Magician classes to emit a fragrant scent, or else destroy a particularly strong, noxious one. Piles of fluffy, clean towels, sheets, and extra blankets. There was even a cot that was folded up and neatly stored in the corner.

No extra maid outfits, though. She would have to search on.

Alice turned to the elevator and, feeling a sense of wonder, pressed the button to call it.

Thankfully, the inside of the elevator was empty. This hotel trusted its patrons to be able to navigate on their own. She peered at the buttons for a moment, glad to see that they were easy to understand.

Her floor, number three, was lit up. The rest were arranged in a tidy row. Below the first floor was ‘B’, she assumed, for ‘basement’. Surely there would be extra uniforms there… But there were much more likely to be Hotel Attendants who would immediately read her class tag and realize that something was wrong.

So, for lack of another idea, she made the elevator go one floor up.

As soon as she pressed the number four, the doors rumbled shut and Alice felt briefly heavier as the elevator ascended.

A small smile crossed her face, and she took a moment to think about how far she had come in such a short period of time. From a General Laborer to a girl who rode in elevators of a multi-story building. And it was all thanks to her dragons.

She looked at Prim, who had settled on the floor of the elevator, tucked in a corner, and seemed to blend with the shadows. Numi was hidden up her sleeve. Soon, there would be one more dragon added to their little family.

Alice couldn’t wait to meet them.

With a jolt, the elevator stopped and then the door slid open. The hallway beyond was thankfully empty as well. Though, the different color scheme briefly took her aback. The rugs were blue and gold and somehow… richer.

Alice suspected that higher-end guests rented the fourth floor.

It was just as quiet as the floor below.

She went to the first closet and found even more cleaning agents in greater varieties. The sheets seemed to be made of silk instead of fabric, too.

If Tom returned, Alice might lead the boy to these closets. Surely, he could fence the material and make himself a tidy profit.

Unfortunately, again, there were no uniforms.

With a frown, Alice walked to the other end of the hall where she noticed a small sign that said ‘Butler’s Room’.

The door was unlocked. She opened it very carefully, listening for sound. When there was none within, she walked in all the way.

This was yet another closet–-a larger one-– but she had hit pay dirt.

Not only were there more supplies, several uniforms were hung up… Two of them with stains on the sleeves or on the front, indicating why they had this changing room here.

The high classers expected their servants to be neat and presentable at all times, even when doing the dirty business of cleaning up after them.

Alice had heard the Maids and Housekeepers complain about it a time or two back at the Earl’s estate.

Swiftly, Alice changed into one of the outfits with a splotch on the sleeve. It looked like the maid had splashed ink on herself, but that was fine. She only needed to be presentable at a glance.

Finally ready, Alice reentered the hall and took a closer look at the rooms.

Most of the doors had ominous “Do Not Disturb” signs hanging off of the doorknob. Others had menus placed by the door with breakfast orders written down.

Curious, Alice picked one of them up. Her eyebrows rose when she saw an elaborate breakfast order of something called ‘Salmon Benedict’ with freshly squeezed orange juice, two carafes of coffee, one of hot chocolate, and a selection of fine pastries.

She hoped that this was a meal for several people, though she suspected that the room only contained one or two.

To so casually order such a rich feast…

Shaking her head, she replaced the menu.

“Prim, keep an eye on the hallway just in case anybody comes through.”

Most of the room doors had similar ‘Do Not Disturb’ signs on the knobs. In fact, there was only one with neither a sign or a breakfast menu in front of the door.

It had to be empty.

Alice walked up to the door and put her sleeve on the knob. “Okay, Numi, just like we planned,” she muttered.

She felt the little green dragon shift around in her sleeve. Then her pointed tail poked out as she picked the lock.

The door opened with a soft click.

“These doors are not very hard,” Numi muttered.

Alice was too nervous to reply. Her heart beat a fast rhythm in her chest, like a little hummingbird. She eased the door open a crack and put her ear to it. No sounds of breathing, and the room beyond was dark. With a nod, Alice walked in, giving Prim just enough time to fly in after them, and then closed the door behind them all. Again, she listened. Nothing. The room beyond was empty.

Letting out a breath, Alice headed straight for the closet. She didn’t bother to turn on a light in the room—paranoia was on high, and though she doubted anyone was in the street beyond watching for lights where there should not be, she was too nervous to take any risks.

Just like in her room, there was a small safe inside the closet. Numi let out a little chirp of happiness and scuttled out of her sleeve, hopping to the safe. Just like with Alice’s safe, she put her ear to it and turned the lock this way and that.

“This room is larger than ours,” Prim noted. “There is a whole other room beyond.”

“It’s on a higher floor. Probably serves richer clients,” Alice said.

“When you get more dragons, you should have a room like this,” Prim said.

Alice didn’t have time to consider that before several things happened at the same time: Numi, got the safe open, and with it, a new level, bringing her to 4. At the same moment, Alice received her own level and a notification:

You have gained 1 new aspect token!

A heartbeat later, Numi cried out aloud, “Coins!”

“What?” Alice asked, distracted by her notifications. Should she hatch out the aspect now?

Then what Numi said clicked. Her head snapped around to the little dragon. “What? There’re coins in there? But how can that be?”

Sure enough, the safe door opened to reveal several gleaming short stacks of gold coins, larger stacks of silver, and even a couple... Alice wasn’t sure what they were. Three coins were of a bluish steel color.

Numi dived in, and before Alice could utter, “No, Numi!” she took one of the steel-blue coins, ripped out a hunk and swallowed it.

Her green hide started to glow, and she instantly gained another level, bringing her to three. Prim squawked indignantly: Numi was now only a level lower than her!

“This is good stuff,” Numi said.

Alice looked around and, locating a lamp in the gloom, flipped it on. What she saw made her stomach drop. There was a suitcase tucked to the side of the main bed, and although the closet was empty, a man had laid out his clothing for the day: a sharp suit and vest with leather shoes, polished to a gleam.

This room was occupied.

“We have to get out of here,” she said. It was only luck that the man seemed to be out right now.

“I think we should stay,” Numi murmured. Her voice was slightly slurred, and there was an unfocused quality to her eyes. She looked… drunk. Wobbling on her feet, she popped in the rest of the coin and swallowed it with a happy sigh.

In response, Alice quickly scooped up her little green dragon and shoved her into her sleeve again.

“Prim,” she called. Prim immediately alighted to her, a comforting weight on her shoulder. Alice knew they couldn’t show that they had been there. The blue coin was all gone.

Alice went to shut the door to hide the theft, then paused, her fingers hovering over the coins. There were four golden stacks. Each one of those coins meant another layer of safety and security for herself and her dragons.

She took a stack and slipped it into her pocket. Then, she closed the safe before she took any more, especially the blue steel, and spun the lock.

Straightening, she headed for the door.

“Let me,” Prim said as Alice opened up the door a crack.

Prim stuck her elegant head out, looking this way and that down the hall, and retracted her head to look at Alice. “It’s clear.”

Exhaling, Alice stepped out and closed the door behind her. She heard it click behind her. Then she headed down the hall, every fiber in her wanting to run. She hit the elevator button.

The door opened almost instantly. A man stood on the other side, dressed fancily in a top hat and black suit including tails.

Years of habit had Alice lower her eyes and duck her head, dipping her knees in a tiny curtsy.

The man barely looked at her and brushed past her quite rudely, striding down the hall. Alice quickly slipped into the empty elevator, but as the door closed, she saw the man turn towards the door she had just left.

That was so close. Another few moments, and he would’ve caught her in his room.

She jammed the button for the floor below, and was relieved once again when the door reopened and she saw that the red and gold hallway was empty.

She only let out her breath when she was back in her room, every lock thrown on the door. She leaned against the door, a hand pressed to her heart.

“That was too close. He could’ve caught us.”

“But he didn’t,” Prim said.

Alice checked her sleeve to see Numi snoozing and… she felt a lot heavier than before. The fabric on her sleeve was now noticeably dipping.

The way Numi was growing, Alice didn’t think the little dragon would be able to hide up her sleeve for very much longer.

With a sigh, Alice crossed the room and gently eased the little dragon out of her sleeve and onto the bed. Numi curled up into a sated ball.

Next, Alice went to the balcony, first making sure to turn the lamp as low as possible, and looked out.

If the man with the tall hat discovered the theft, surely he would call for Police Officers, Lawmen, Constables or something. Maybe they would search all the rooms and account for the coins… Maybe they would hire investigative Magicians.

“Alice,” Prim said again, fluttering next to her and landing on a small table meant to hold fancy drinks. “Alice, aren’t you forgetting something?”

“What?” she peered out anxiously again, fretting she’d forgotten something vitally important that would make them be caught.

Prim’s voice was rich with amusement. “The aspect token. Do you want to use that now?”

“Oh!” She spun back around, heart lifting in hope. “Right.”

Alice looked at her dragon, and Prim closed her eyes in her dragon version of a smile. “What do you need, Alice?” she asked.

“I need a defender,” Alice said.


Chapter Fifteen




Alice lifted a scarlet egg in trembling fingers. The egg was feverishly hot to the touch. It was as deeply saturated red as a drop of blood. When she held it up to the light, she saw faint thin golden striations threaded through the shell.

Do you want to hatch this dragon?

“Yes,” Alice whispered, closing her eyes, and thinking of what she needed. A defender.

A jagged crack split the egg down the middle. The dragon inside was not shy at all, and a red snout burst out of the crack, nostrils flaring as it inhaled. Then, with a loud crack, it punched its head through the top of the egg.

Immediately, Alice could tell that this dragon was male. There was just something masculine about the set of his square jaw, and the bony protections over his eyes as well as the beginnings of golden, swept-back horns.

Within a few seconds, he had crawled out of the hole he had made — and it was apparent he had a different body-shape than Prim and Numi.

His body was long and snakelike, with short limbs and a long, thick tail that only tapered at the very end. As with his egg, he was scarlet, his scales gleaming like a red drop of blood, but the accents were gold: from his horns, a line down his back, to his golden-tipped claws. Lighter, wheat-colored hair sprouted around his neck like a lion’s mane. He was beautiful and utterly fearsome at the same time.

And very much like a dragon Alice remembered seeing in a puppet show when she was a little girl.

It was a memory she hadn’t thought about for a long time. Following her mother as she went to work, Alice’s attention had been caught by an open-air puppet show. Lots of children of high-born families sat in a group in front of the stage while the puppeteers manipulated their puppets into amazing feats and told the story. This one was of a terrible dragon that attacked and ate an entire city. Long and snakelike, it had a body shape like her newly hatched dragon, though the puppet had been blue with water powers.

Remembering that, Alice felt a moment of fear. That ended when the newly hatched dragon’s eyes met her own, golden and fierce and so, so protective and loyal.

Alice knew he would never turn on her. That he would be loyal forever and always. “My name is Igcendiorum,” he said in a deep rumbling voice. “Give me orders so that I may protect you.”

“Oh,” Alice said, startled. Igcendiorum was someone who got to the point. And just like the other dragons, he also had a tongue twister of a name. “Do you mind if I call you, uh, Iggy?”

The dragon thought for a moment, exhaling a breath of pure heat that Alice felt, even though he was only as long as her forearm. Newly hatched, he was already bigger than Numi, though their eggs had been about the same size.

“Yes, that will be acceptable,” he said.

“Great, hi. I’m Alice, and this is Primordialis—I call her Prim. Over there, sleeping on the pillow, is Numismatis. I call her Numi.”

“Welcome,” Prim said. “I expect great things from you.”

Numi only let out a slight snort in her sleep.

Iggy nodded with great dignity to Prim, then turned his attention back to Alice. He clearly wanted his skills. Alice looked into his stat sheet.

The first thing she noticed was that, like the other two, Iggy had been born with an ingrained skill.

Primary Skill: Fire Breath

And, just like the others, she had a choice on the rest.

Burning Claws

Danger Sense

Ultimate Armor

Venom Bite

Well, there was little ambiguity about these.

“Oh, dear.” Alice bit her lip and looked down at the small, but already quite intimidating dragon. “Well… What would you like?”

“Anything with fire.”

That meant Burning Claws would be one of them. Looking at his gold-tipped claws, Alice had to admit that it likely fit.

There was room for one more skill. Danger Sense, Ultimate Armor, or Venom Bite?

She rejected Venom Bite right away, something in her recoiling at the idea of having a dragon with venomous abilities.

Danger Sense could be very useful, especially as this was a whole new world to Alice, and she saw herself blundering into a dangerous situation all too easily.

But on the other hand… Iggy already had Fire Breath and Burning Claws. If he had to defend her, Alice didn’t want him to get hurt.

He was there to protect her, but she had some obligation to protect him as well. “Ultimate Armor,” she said, with a firm nod.

The golden highlights along Iggy’s back, claws, and, weirdly, even his teeth now as she looked at them, glowed brighter briefly as the skills sunk in.

Iggy flexed his claws; he looked quite pleased. “Now, point me to your enemies and I will dispatch them at once.”

“They’re out there,” yawned Numi, waking up enough to point at the balcony.

“Excellent,” Iggy rumbled. Then, he flicked open wings that, much like Numi’s, seemed a little too narrow and sharp for his body. When he leapt into the air, it was more like he swam through it than flew, somehow using his long, horizontally and vertically flat tail to help propel him.

“No!” Alice reached out and thankfully caught Iggy before he could make it to the balcony. The little dragon wound around in her hand to look back at her.

“You don’t want me to fight your enemies?” He sounded put out. “Aren’t they a danger to you?”

“Well…” Alice hesitated. “I mean… You can’t just go out and chase them away.” Though, somehow, she suspected that Iggy didn’t have chasing in mind. “You don’t know what they look like,” she added with relief, finally settling on an actual excuse.

Iggy hesitated at that. “Then point them out to me, and I can… chase them off,” he said, sounding reluctant at the last part.

“Yes, later perhaps. We have to be careful,” Alice said. “It wouldn’t be safe for me if people knew that I have dragons. We have to be as quiet and circumspect as possible. But I do want to be safe.”

Iggy swelled a little as his chest puffed out. “I live to serve.”

That made Alice a little uncomfortable, but at least he wasn’t trying to fly out of the balcony in search of who knew what.

“Are you hungry?” she asked, remembering how hungry Prim and Numi had been right after hatching.

Sure enough, Iggy hesitated for a telling moment.

“You can’t defend me on an empty stomach,” Alice said.

“Yes, you should eat something,” Prim agreed in a commanding voice. “Then you may grow larger and stronger so that you may better defend Alice. Right now, you’re only big enough to poke someone’s eye out.”

“I’d rather burn someone’s eyes out,” Iggy said, but Alice could tell that the loyal dragon was tempted by the thought of food. Thankfully, she still had the remains of the meal as she hadn’t set it outside the door like she had seen other people do.

Tom’s plate, of course, was so clean, it was possible to use the plate again, but Alice had set some of her chicken aside for the dragons later.

She offered it to Iggy, and he fell upon it and gobbled it up so fast that Alice decided it might be best to order a midnight snack from the dumbwaiter.

She sent the message down to order more sandwiches — turkey this time—and wondered if she woke any poor Cook up. Well, sandwiches would be easy to put together. She was just writing down her order when Prim spoke up.

“Alice,” Prim called, “I also have skills to assign.”

“You… What?” Turning from the dumbwaiter, Alice looked at her dragon in shock. Then she swiftly opened the menu.

She had been so focused on Iggy that she hadn’t seen that Prim reached level 5. Likely due in part to all the Concealment she had practiced recently.

“Prim… That’s amazing. Congratulations. Wow, you have another skill.”

She was amazed. She had leveled up as a General Laborer but had never been allowed to gain more skills. That was one of the main limiting factors of the lower classes. The higher classes, of course, had more skills available to them. It was partially what made them so powerful.

Quickly, she opened up Prim’s available skills. She had three in total, including one from last time:

Common Sense

Logistical Planning

Illusion

Alice bit her lip. It seemed that Prim certainly had a good amount of common sense even without the skill for it. Or she was just bossy and tended to sound like she knew what she was doing.

Logistical Planning was useful. Prim was clearly intelligent, and it would be nice to have someone help Alice organize her life.

The last one. Illusion. That seemed promising. Prim had certainly got a lot out of her Concealment skill, but it wasn’t perfect.

After all, Prim had been caught by Dolly and by Tom by surprise.

Hadn’t she just told Iggy that they needed to stay secret?

“How do you feel about Illusion?” Yes, Prim was her dragon, but Alice felt she should have a say as well.

Prim cocked her head this way and that and then once more before she nodded. “Yes, I think I would like the Illusion skill.”

So, Alice added it, and Prim’s scales brightened.

“Give me a skill, too!” Numi called.

She had woken up completely and chewed on a copper piece that she had somehow come up with—Alice suspected from her storage stomach.

Alice checked but… “You don’t have a new skill yet, love.”

“Aw.” She ducked her head. “But I thought I was doing good.”

“You are. Prim has been hatched for over a week, and she only got her first skill now. You’re well on your way.”

Sitting right next to her, she patted the little green.

The dumbwaiter rumbled a moment later with their sandwiches. Iggy fell upon them almost at once. Prim took one half sandwich of her own, splitting it with Alice. Numi, of course, preferred coins.

After finishing her last bite, Alice placed her hand over her mouth with a big yawn. This had been an exhausting day, and she didn’t even know what time it was. She hadn’t dared to turn the light on yet to check the wall clock.

“Prim, dearest, do you see signs of Law Enforcement? Or anything going on around the courtyard?”

Prim fluttered to the balcony window to look out. “No, all is well.”

Then the man with the top hat hadn’t discovered the theft. The longer it took, the more likely Alice was in the clear.

“I think… It’s time to go to bed. It’s been a long day.” Exhaustion fell on her at once.

Again, Iggy flew to the balcony. But this time, he didn’t try to escape. He only sat on the edge, his dark red scales seeming to blend in with the night even though he didn’t have a Concealment skill. Probably something to do with the color red.

“I will guard,” he said.

Alice wanted to object. He had just hatched, after all. But, on the other hand, Numi had gone out searching for coins when she had just been a hatchling. Guarding seemed like it would be within his wheelhouse.

“I’ll order us a big breakfast tomorrow,” she said, and she only had enough time to shift her clothes into something more comfortable before she crawled under the sheets. She fell asleep almost at once.
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“Alice… Alice…” A soft, insistent voice woke her up. She blinked, feeling like she’d only been asleep for a bare few moments.

And for a second, she was confused. It was still dark in the room. What was going on? Her eyes fell on Iggy, and though she had only known him for a very short amount of time, it was like resting her eyes on an old friend. He had flown to her bed, and seeing she was awake, he slithered over. “I have a report.”

“Hmm?” she asked, still muddled.

“Prim described the Workers to me. I spotted them along the street. And they have captured someone.”

That jolted Alice awake. “Captured someone?” she repeated, horrified. “Who?”

“Two children. A boy and a girl.”

A feeling of premonition hit her. “Is the boy about twelve years old? Sandy blond hair? About this high?” She used her hand to measure the distance.

He nodded.

It was Tom. The false Workers had captured Tom.


Chapter Sixteen




Alice didn’t have a plan. She started to rush to the front door, but then stopped short, her fists clenched. What could she do?

Old thought patterns circled through her head, accompanied by a feeling of weakness, of helplessness. It was so familiar it was like slipping into a well-worn shirt—something comfortable, yet profoundly unattractive.

I’m just a General Laborer. I’m weak and useless.

But she wasn’t a weak and useless nobody anymore, was she? Her power now resided in her dragons.

She turned, studying them. Three pairs of eyes stared back at her: Iggy with fierceness; Numi with surprising cunning, and Prim, who was quietly confident.

“We need to save Tom and the other child,” she said, “but we must be discreet.” This last part was aimed squarely at Iggy. “Find a way to stall those false Workers until I get down there. But they mustn’t know that they were attacked by dragons.”

“Fire doesn’t betray its source,” he said, then flew out.

“I’ll help,” Numi chirped. Alice almost called her back, wondering how a coin-eating dragon could assist a fire-breathing dragon, but Numi’s tone was confident, and Alice simply didn’t have the time to argue.

She turned towards the door and stepped out into the hall. The elevator, once charming, now only made her impatient. Every second to reach the lobby felt agonizingly long.

“Calm yourself,” Prim advised from Alice’s shoulder.

“How can I be calm? I don’t know what I’m doing,” Alice said. “I need to be there for Iggy and Numi, but I can’t risk being seen...”

“Then I will help you,” Prim said.

Alice looked at her. “What do you mean?”

Then it hit her. She had just given Prim an illusion skill. “Will that work? Can you cast an illusion on me?”

“For a short period. I’m not very skilled with it, and it would probably be best if nobody looks too closely,” Prim replied.

Alice nodded. “Transform me into a powerful Nobleman. Broad shoulders, rich clothing. I need to be intimidating because I don’t want to fight.”

Prim closed her eyes, and although Alice could still see her, it was as if the dragon had become translucent. Simultaneously, a light settled over Alice. She looked down and jumped when she saw her sleeves covered in rich, dark clothing. And her hands... They were not her hands. They were large and square, their nails finely manicured.

“This is amazing,” she said, reaching for her neck.

It still felt the same—no Adam’s apple or rough skin. This was merely an illusion. “I still sound like myself.”

“The illusion is light only. I can’t manipulate sound.” Prim sounded apologetic, but her power was still a wonder to behold.

Alice glanced over to see Prim semi-transparent and realized that she only saw the dragon because she was her own aspect. Prim was not merely using an illusion skill. She was also using Concealment on herself. This would reduce the duration she could maintain the two skills, but Alice approved.

The elevator door opened into the lobby.

“Remember, you are a nobleman,” Prim whispered, invisible on Alice’s shoulder.

I can do this, Alice lied to herself, but she didn’t have much of a choice. Squaring her shoulders, she strode out.

A genuine nobleman’s shoes would click on the marble floor. Her own cheap, leather-bottomed shoes did not.

The attendant at the front desk glanced up from a logbook they were writing in. “May I help you, sir?”

Trying to deepen her voice, Alice replied, “Yes, I demand to know what’s happening out there!” She pointed a thick finger towards the front room door.

The man looked quizzical. “Sir?”

“Did you not hear the shouting? There are ruffians attacking children out in the streets. Why hasn’t Law Enforcement been called already?”

And, as if on cue, a golden fireball brilliantly lit up the windows outside the lobby.

“And now they’re using fire magic. Rogue wizards!” Alice yelled, channeling her best Nobleman. “I pay too much to have my sleep disturbed like this!”

“Yes, sir! I’ll call for help at once.” The Attendant sprinted to a glowing stone device she assumed was an emergency beacon.

“Do that. I’ll give those ruffians a piece of my mind,” Alice said, sweating and worried sick about her dragons. It took all her strength not to sprint to the front door.

Instead, she maintained a confident stride, as if she were a man, and threw open the door to quite a sight.

Two decorative trees and several bushes were ablaze. It seemed the culprit didn’t have much control over his fire powers. The flames illuminated the courtyard well, revealing three men dragging a kicking boy, Tom, and a scruffy girl of about the same age. The children’s mouths were open, yelling, but no sound came out.

Alice had heard of this in tales of Dark Magic classes—a silencing skill.

In the gloom, she caught a flash of a red dragon soaring through the dark air. But just a flash, thankfully. Iggy’s reddish hue blended well in the dark.

It seemed the men attempted to drag the children out of the courtyard onto the street, but the fire had blocked their path, and they were now trying to find a different exit.

“What is going on here?” Alice yelled.

Her voice sounded... somewhat feeble to her, but one of the men looked over and said, “Nothing to see here, sir. We’re arresting thieves.”

“You don’t look like Law Enforcement. Who are you? Why can I only see a Worker tag?” Alice demanded.

Instantly, the false Worker expressions shifted from wary to predatory.

Another offered a false smile. “Truly, sir, this is none of your business.”

He started to approach Alice, who tensed. If he got too close, her illusion might not hold up. And if it came to a physical confrontation, Alice would be at a disadvantage.

Suddenly, a dark, slithering shape descended from the sky. Brightly burning claws struck the man’s shoulders, using him as a springboard before flying away. The man cried out, attracting the attention of the other two, who were still grappling with the children.

Then another man yelped, releasing the girl to reach towards his back. As he turned, Alice spotted a lump the size of Numi crawling up his spine under his clothes.

Tom, seizing the moment, kicked the man holding him in the knee. Distracted, the man released his grip. The girl, too, managed to slither fully out of the man’s grasp.

“Run!” Alice shrilled, unfortunately in her own voice.

The children didn’t need to be told twice and bolted in opposite directions.

“What the hell is going on here?” one of the men bellowed. When he turned his gaze towards Alice, his eyes burned with anger. He pulled out a club out of seemingly nowhere.

“Numi! Prim!” Alice hissed, taking a step back.

However, at that moment, the sweet sound of police sirens echoed through the air.

“We need to run!” one of the men yelled.

“No, wait—” one of the others, the leader in front, started to say, but his companions had already left. Frustrated, he whirled on Alice. “I’ll remember you, sir!” he snarled before taking off.

Alice waited for a moment, half convinced they would return. That this had been some kind of bluff.

They didn’t reappear, but another cluster of shrubs caught on fire. It seemed Iggy’s flames were magically enhanced. They spread too fast to be normal.

The sirens drew closer. Alice needed to make herself scarce.

She backed into the hotel, whose doors, previously seeming like a sturdy barrier, now felt more flimsy than ever.

The hotel attendant ran up. “I signaled for the Officers, sir.”

“Very good,” Alice said, covering her badly deepened voice with a cough as if she had been caught in the smoke. “It seems that the ruffians have been chased off, but they might come back.”

“May I ask what’s happening out there?”

“It appears someone thought it funny to start fires,” she snarled, transferring fear into fake outrage. “Call the Fire Brigade as well.”

“Of course, sir. If the Fire Brigade has any questions, which room should I refer them to?”

Certainly not her room. Alice hesitated for a second, then the first room number that popped into her mind was the same one she had stolen from.

“E15 on the fourth floor.”

The man’s eyes went wide. “Yes… Yes, my Lord.”

Lord? She had stolen from a Noble? Whoops.

Alice nodded, then turned for the elevator, perhaps walking a bit faster than a dignified Lord would. However, she felt Prim straining to keep up her skills. Slim figure shook against Alice’s neck. The illusion dropped the moment Alice entered the elevator.

Immediately, she praised the little dragon, stroking her back. “You did so well.”

The little dragon looked exhausted, but pleased. “I leveled up my Illusion to 3, my Concealment to 10, and I gained an entire level.”

“Good. You worked hard, love. Thank you.”

Once back in her room, Alice threw every lock on the door.

Iggy and Numi were there, having flown back through the open balcony. Alice made a big fuss over them, petting each and praising their efforts.

“Did you see where the children went?” she asked.

“No.” Iggy shook his head. “Hopefully, they’ll find a good hiding place.”

Alice was worried for them, but it was too dangerous to go out as herself, and Prim was exhausted.

“You did great, too, Numi,” she said. “Was that you under the man’s jacket?”

“Yes. He smelled like horse sweat,” Numi replied, looking disgusted. Then she brightened and pulled out a small bag of coins. “But I managed to snag this from his pocket.”

Alice laughed despite herself and opened the slightly damp coin purse. Several coppers spilled out, along with a single, gleaming silver piece.

Feeling generous, Alice let Numi eat the silver.


Chapter Seventeen




Alice set herself up by the chair next to the balcony where she could get a good look at the comings and goings of various Law Enforcement classers. The Fire Brigade had arrived and done their job admirably. Soon the trees and bushes were only smoldering.

Hopefully, the hotel would hire a Nature Mage out to fix the damage.

However, Law Enforcement continued to swarm all over the rest of the courtyard, which made Alice nervous. She kept a watchful eye for signs of the Workers’ arrest, or for Tom and the little girl being caught. But there was nothing.

Mostly, the officers poked around and interviewed anyone coming and going late into the night.

Alice got drowsy. She blinked, and it seemed the next moment she woke with the sun in her eyes. The courtyard below was clear. It was over.

Prim slept in her lap under the form of a large cat. A very large cat. Alice didn’t realize until now that her dragon had continued to grow. She had been so preoccupied over the last couple of days that she hadn’t really noticed it.

Numi and Iggy both slept on the bed.

Where I should’ve slept, she thought ruefully. Carefully, she rose from her chair with Prim in her arms, and settled the dragon down on the mattress before stretching and yawning herself. She’d had quite an eventful day.

Looking around the room, she found that she was growing tired of it. Besides, she was supposed to be an Apprentice Merchant, wasn’t she? Or she would be once she fixed the Visible Class again.

Oh. Had she gone out looking like a Nobleman but with the tag of a Maid?

Alice winced, but remembered that the Hotel Attendant had automatically called her a Lord. It wasn’t a wonder that the false Workers had realized something had been amiss, however.

It only took a moment of concentration to change her visible class back to Apprentice Merchant. There. Done. She should go out and...

What exactly does an Apprentice Merchant do? she wondered. Probably some form of shopping, which she wasn’t unhappy with. She needed more clothing and a new place to rent.

The dragons were stretching and yawning, coming out of their slumber.

“Numi, be a dear and please collect all the coins into your storage space,” Alice said, “and try not to eat anything. I’ll be ordering breakfast for us all, and I would like you to try real food.”

“But I don’t like real food, it’s gross. It doesn’t taste anything like coins,” Numi whined.

“One would think that would be an advantage,” Alice muttered to herself. “At least try it. It might do wonders for your scales.”

“What’s wrong with my scales?”

“They’re kind of green,” Iggy replied, shimmying to the side to flash his red scales in the morning light. For a brief moment, they looked like dancing flames.

“There’s nothing wrong with your scales,” Alice said firmly, “and I want that to continue to be the case. You need a balanced diet.”

Numi grumbled for a moment, but Alice sensed that she would acquiesce.

Then she took a double-take at Iggy. Her fearsome little man had grown at least a hand-span in length since last night.

Swiftly, she checked on his status:

Aspect 3

“Igcendiorum”

Level: 1

Skills: 3/3

Fire Breath (Permanent skill: Locked.) : Level 3

Burning Claws: Level 2

Ultimate Armor: Level 0

She frowned in thought. Clearly, Iggy’s Fire Breath and Burning Claws skills received some experience from last night. Enough so that his primary skill actually reached level 3. However his overall level was at 1.

Was this because his Ultimate Armor skill was still at zero?

She suspected that was the primary reason, and was determined to keep a closer eye on her dragon’s stats to understand how they worked so she could help them grow faster.

Though… she couldn’t be sorry his Ultimate Armor was still so low. It told that last night’s fight had been so one-sided, he hadn’t been required to use it.

She just wanted to keep him safe… though she doubted Iggy would appreciate her trying to protect him.

Setting that aside for now, Alice then went to the vanity to try to do something with her hair. Luckily, the fancy room came with the basic supplies: a hairbrush, hair ties, and some device labeled with a ‘drying charm’, which she didn’t quite understand until she glanced at the bath. It was still empty.

Oh yes, I could order a bath, for a fee, she thought, having heard that as a done thing from snippets of conversation among passing Noble Ladies. Then, afterward, she would follow it up with the drying charm.

A bath. A real bath with hot water and all the lovely soaps arranged in a row beside the tub. She wasn’t sure why she hadn’t taken advantage of that before now. Except that in her old life as a General Laborer, bathing was usually done only at need, scrubbing from a cold bucket which was never pleasant. And there were no charms but an old rag to towel herself off with—hopefully clean, but usually not.

Or perhaps she didn’t have to order a bath at all. She was perfectly able to fill the tub, herself.

Leaving her dragons to squabble among themselves, she shut herself in the bathroom and turned on the spigot. There was nothing to be done with her clothes, which looked rather wrinkled. Especially compared to people she’d seen walking in this district. Luckily, they were not too dirty.

She set them aside, and realized ruefully that she would have to buy something new today, Apprentice Merchant or not.

She exited the bathroom half an hour later, feeling cleaner than she’d ever felt in her life. The only downside was that her clothes had gotten a bit damp from the humidity. She made a face as she pulled them over her clean skin.

I’ve become so fancy in just a few days, she thought to herself, amused. A real proper lady who worries about a bit of honest dirt.

She had just gone to the vanity to see how she could best pin up her lank blonde hair when a sharp knock came at the front door.

Instantly, everybody froze. Iggy and Numi, who were wrestling on the bed, and Prim, who had been preening her wings in the early morning sunshine.

“Prim,” Alice hissed, then jerked her chin towards the window. “Hide them outside.”

Instantly, the three dragons obeyed. Iggy and Numi dashed over to Prim’s side, who extended her large wings as if to shield them. A moment later, they were hard to see, as they had been safely tucked under Prim’s Concealment skill.

However, they weren’t entirely invisible. All three took on the appearance of a ripple in the air as they scuttled together to the outside balcony where they vanished entirely. Hopefully, Prim had put them under her Illusion skill to give them an extra layer of protection.

But how long can she keep that up? Alice fretted. She had an instinctive feeling for Prim’s skills and knew that the more creatures she hid under it, the more difficult it would be to maintain.

The knock came again. Alice swallowed down her first impulse, which was, of course, influenced by being a General Laborer all her life, to rush to the door and apologize for the barely perceptible delay.

“No, I’m an Apprentice Merchant now,” she reminded herself. “I won’t apologize to anyone.”

“One moment. I haven’t called for room service,” she said, making her tone sharp to cover her nervousness. She momentarily worried if she had just made a hardworking Hotel Attendant or Maid cringe.

Alice quickly pinned up her bangs away from her face and strode to the door.

She opened it a crack, and her heart froze inside her chest. A burly Law Enforcement officer stood in front of her.


Chapter Eighteen




The Law Enforcement officer was dressed in a gleaming blue uniform and flanked by two others. One, a woman who looked as tough as nails. The other, a thin, tall, but equally menacing man who seemed to leer down at Alice.

They found me, Alice thought. They were able to track the blue steel coin that Numi ate. I should’ve never—

The officer in front doffed his hat.

“Pardon the interruption, miss. We have a few questions, if you don’t mind.”

“Questions?” Alice breathed, her surprise at their courtesy enough to snap her back into thinking. Oh, yes: last night’s activity, which would have been visible to anyone. “Is this about the ruckus from last night?”

“Partially, miss,” the officer replied. “We’re trying to determine if you saw anything out of the ordinary.”

She laughed. “Other than the trees spontaneously catching on fire? Honestly, I wondered if I should be concerned about my safety.”

All three of the Law Enforcement officers winced. Apparently, they didn’t see it as a laughing matter.

Alice didn’t either, but her nerves were wound so tight that she couldn’t help herself. Seeing their reaction, she firmly tried to take better control of herself.

Again, the man in front tipped his hat to her. In fact, he looked… faintly apologetic? But how could that be?

“It was quite a disturbance last night. Miss, if you don’t mind, we would like to conduct a search of your premises. Just for safety’s sake, of course,” he added quickly.

“You think that I’m hiding a criminal in my hotel room?” The words slipped past her numb lips, but she had enough presence of mind to sound haughty and a bit insulted.

Judging by the slight wince — quickly covered up — the female Law Enforcement officer made, Alice realized she had not been the first one to push back against this request.

Of course. The high classers and Nobles would see this as an insult.

“No, no, miss,” the man said quickly. “Of course, as an Apprentice Merchant, we know that you would never knowingly hide a criminal in your room. But, you see,” he leaned forward as if to confer a secret, his voice low, “we suspect the people who started those fires last night are unscrupulous folk. And they have been known to hide out, or worse, to keep people under duress so they can’t call for help.”

The way he watched her intensely, his eyes searching her face for any hint of a micro expression, she knew, with a sinking feeling, that he was using a skill on her. Likely to see if she was lying or if she was indeed under duress.

Well, she did have things to hide, as she had everything to do with the events of last night.

If he used a skill on her, he might pick up her fear and unease.

So, on a whim, she decided to play into it. “I have heard stories of terrible people like that,” she said truthfully.

As a General Laborer, she had, of course, heard dozens of horror stories of Dark classers preying on people too weak to fight back. It was part of the reason why the Earl kept them on his grounds, behind thick walls.

It took everything Alice had not to look over her shoulder and make sure that her dragons were not in plain sight. She had to trust that Prim still kept them hidden.

“Yes, then, of course, if it will make you feel better,” she said, again choosing haughtiness, though she felt this time her voice fell a little flat. “Please, make it quick. I do have things to do today.”

That was the truth. The quicker they conducted their search, the less thorough they would hopefully be. But who knew what skills they would have? Would they be able to find the stolen blue-steel coin? She didn’t see how, but she knew nothing of the powers of mid and higher classes.

But she had already agreed. She couldn’t back out of it.

Stepping aside, she opened the door wide. The three entered, each tipping their hat to her.

Alice nodded back, her face stone, and tried to force herself to breathe and not clench her hands into fists.

The two junior Officers immediately moved to the right and left, one going to the bathroom to make a quick search… and the other heading to the balcony where Alice had last seen the dragons.

Oh no…

Alice wanted to stop him, but knew it would be terribly suspicious.

Prim, keep them hidden…

The Lead Officer stood silent in the middle of the room, his eyes shut.

Alice watched him cautiously, sensing that she was about to witness a skill in action. And, by the faint buzzing in the air, it was something magical.

She hadn’t had much opportunity to see real-life magic aside from occasional vendor shows she had passed when she had been a girl. She was all together horrified, terrified for her dragons, and fascinated.

The man exhaled and a wave of blue emanated from his feet, pulsed out, covering the length of the floor in all directions, and crawling up the walls a few feet. It was as if he were in the middle of a pond and had thrown a stone.

Alice had no idea what it did.

A moment later, he opened his eyes and nodded. “I can confirm there are no human beings other than us and yourself in these rooms.”

“Of course,” Alice said, though her heart was hammering. “I could have told you that.”

He gave her a thin smile. “Some Criminals have basic illusion charms, skills, or amulets. You may never have known.”

Illusion... Prim...

But the policeman had said ‘people’, not dragons. And certainly not aspects of Alice’s own class.

She nodded, swallowing. “Then, what are these two other Officers looking for? They’re not going through my things, I hope?” she asked, eyeing the man and woman, who were still giving a cursory glance around.

“My skill is only a basic one, ma’am,” the Lead Officer said, apologetic in his tone. “It does help to conduct a visual inspection, too. We’ve also received a report of money taken from another hotel guest.”

Alice’s heart rate jumped.

“I see,” she said tightly.

“Nevertheless, everything appears to be in order.” The man stepped closer and again his voice dropped low, confidentially. “But, if you don’t mind me giving you a friendly word of advice, especially as you don’t have any protectors. When things go missing, it is often the result of an inside job, which doesn’t speak highly for the rest of the business. If you catch my meaning.” His eyes flicked to the door. “If you were my daughter, miss, I would tell you to find another hotel to lodge at.”

He was being kind to her?

Her confusion faded a moment later because, of course he was. She had to learn to think of herself as an Apprentice Merchant. Now she was one of the middle classes, she was granted basic dignity.

Before, she may have been taken in for questioning—if not outright arrested—for being near the scene of the crime.

Alice made herself nod. “Yes, I will take that into consideration,” she said calmly, though inside her head, she was screaming, “Get out! Get out! Get out!”

Turning away, the Officer motioned with his hand. The other two Junior Officers stopped their casual snooping around and joined him at the front door. With another tip of his hat to Alice, the Lead Officer stepped outside and closed the door behind him with a click.

Alice swallowed through a dry throat and whipped around back to the balcony. It was utterly empty in a way she knew wasn’t one of Prim’s illusions.

“Prim? Numi? Iggy?”

For the space of a few heartbeats, there was no answer.

Alice caught a shimmer out of the corner of her eye. She half-turned, biting back a cry of relief when she saw all three fade shimmer into view. They had hid within the grate of the fireplace, all three squeezed among the cold logs.

Prim must have moved them when Alice wasn’t looking and hidden them with her Illusion magic. In fact, Prim looked a little tired, but very proud of herself.

“Oh my darlings!” Alice fell to her knees in front of them and scooped them up, one by one. “When I saw that Officer go to the balcony… but why didn’t you stay outside? Prim, you could have hidden them among the brickwork.”

“I couldn’t fly.” Numi crawled out, her stomach distended. “I took all the coins from the safe just in case any of those Law Enforcement people were thieves.”

Iggy snarled something under his breath, then jumped to swim through the air and perch on Alice’s outstretched arm.

“I could have fought them off. Then they would have never dared to bother you again.”

Alice stifled a laugh and petted her most fearsome dragon. Iggy’s scales were warm to the touch.

“I know,” she said, “but sometimes it’s wiser to be discreet. Now we’re under no suspicion at all. If you would have chased them off, they would have simply called for more backup, which would have caused me a lot of trouble.”

“I suppose,” he muttered, a bit of smoke escaping from his lips.

“I gained another level in Illusion skills,” Prim said, walking up to Alice, dignified as always. “And another level overall.”

Blinking, Alice took a look at her status and noticed that indeed, Prim was right. She squinted at her rose gold dragon. “Have you grown, too?”

Prim flicked her wings in and out, and indeed they were larger than they were before. Once the size of a cat, Prim could now be compared to a smallish dog, not even counting her tail which was easily two-thirds the length of her body.

“You look magnificent,” Alice said, and Prim preened a little more under the praise.

“What do you want me to do now with all these coins?” Numi said. “I suppose I could return them back to the safe, but I don’t like the idea of them sitting there, just waiting for those Law Enforcement officers to come back.”

Alice didn’t like that idea, either.

“I think it might look suspicious if we don’t move on, after last night and the reports of theft going around,” she sighed.

She was a homebody at heart, and while she looked forward to going out on the town, she equally looked forward to returning to a soft bed. However, her payment for the room was up today, so at least it was good timing. “I suspect most of the other guests around here will be equally spooked. We should kill two birds with one stone, do our shopping, and find another hotel to stay at.”

“I would like to continue to level my Concealment skill,” Prim said. “So, I will accompany you.”

“I will, too,” Numi said, “if we’re going to a market, there’s sure to be lots of coins dropped along the way.”

Only Iggy looked less than happy about a day of shopping ahead of him. Seeing this, Alice said, “Iggy, I do need a brave dragon to help me find Tom and his friend from last night. Did you get a good look at them? Do you think you could help me track them down?”

Iggy perked up. “Yes, I did. Though most humans look the same to me, I got a good whiff of his scent. It was easy because he hasn’t bathed in some time.” He hesitated for a moment, then asked, half hopefully, “Do you think that there will be another great battle soon?”

Alice thought for a moment. “There... may be rats to fight along the way,” she said, looking at Numi who had the most experience out of the three in scuttling in and out of small places.

Numi nodded happily. “Oh yes, lots of rats live in dark places. Some are almost as large as Prim.”

“Hopefully none as beautiful as I,” Prim said, fanning her wings.

“Yeah, not really,” Numi said, “they’re all kind of gray and brown with red eyes. And none of them have any coins,” she added in disgust.

However, Iggy looked happy. “Yes, I would very much like to fight these rats.”

Alice bit her lip. She hated to suggest it, but… “Work on your Ultimate Armor skill while you do. It’s at zero now, and I believe you will level up if you fight at close range.”

Iggy looked incredibly enthusiastic. That set off Alice’s alarm bells.

“But please keep out of sight. No one must see you.”

“Why?” Numi asked. “Are we bad?”

“No, all three of you are good dragons. But other people won’t understand this if they see you.” She thought about telling them that traditionally dragons were the tools of Dark Classers, but decided against it. All three were so young and she didn’t want to weigh them down with worry. “Do you understand?”

“I can fight from the shadows,” Iggy agreed.

“I will work on my Concealment,” Prim added.

“And I’ve always been really good at squeezing in and out of tight places. I’ll be fine,” Numi said. “No one will see me. They never look in the gutters, anyway.”

Alice nodded, and it was as if the bands around her heart had relaxed... just a little.

“Okay,” she said with a sigh, “let’s find Tom.”


Chapter Nineteen




At first, Alice thought the empty streets outside the hotel were due to people being put off by the events of last night or rumors of a thief running amok. But as she continued down the next few blocks, the streets were still empty. Her theory didn’t hold water.

Many shops were tightly shut, windows were shuttered, and people seemed to scurry quickly from one place to another without stopping to talk or conduct business. Even the carts that transported goods were missing.

Had they all gone to a less troublesome part of the city? Just because of last night?

That didn’t make sense, but she struggled to figure out what else it could be.

As she walked, she resisted the urge to touch her hair. She’d occasionally catch glimpses of her locks out of the corner of her eye, or reflections in dark windows. Her reflection looked wrong.

Before leaving the hotel that morning, she took a long look at herself in the mirror. Her blonde hair made her stand out, especially if anyone from the Earl’s estate or those Workers were still in search of her.

Prim had changed her entire appearance last night for a short amount of time, but doing the same for a long time would be a strain. So Alice asked Prim to change her hair color only.

Prim had agreed at once. “Oh yes, I have just the thing.”

Alice should have questioned her dragon’s taste, because now her hair was nearly the same fiery hue as Iggy’s scales.

Ah, well, at least it didn’t clash badly with her pale, freckled skin and blue-green eyes. But the overall effect gave her a different look: dangerous and slightly alluring. She wasn’t sure if she liked it.

At least the day was fine, with a sun overhead that wasn’t too hot, and a lovely breeze came off the harbor. It didn’t even smell of fish. That meant the fish markets were also on a break.

“Where is everyone?” Prim asked quietly, unseen on Alice’s shoulder thanks to Concealment and Illusion skills.

“Maybe it’s a holiday?” But Alice didn’t truly believe it herself. She turned the next block and let out a breath of relief when she finally spotted a few open shops here and there, and small groups of people. But no one lingered for long.

Stopping at a vendor stall, Alice ordered a morning pastry filled with egg and cheese.

“The streets are unusually silent today,” Alice remarked as the vendor prepped her food.

“Aye,” he concurred and offered nothing else.

Pushing, Alice asked, “Any idea why?”

He looked up, his brow furrowed. “Haven’t you heard the whispers, young miss? About the mage duel last night?”

Her heart picked up pace, but Alice didn’t let it show on her face. She shook her head. “Mage duel? What happened?”

“There ain’t many details, but from what I heard two of ‘em set fire to one of the upscale courtyards,” he gestured northeastward, in the direction Alice had arrived from.

Biting back a laugh, Alice instead raised an eyebrow. “I see.” It was amazing how fast rumors spread. “But why would Mages fight amongst themselves?”

The vendor shook his head. “They weren’t fighting each other, miss. Rumor has it...” He cast a wary glance around. “The Seers have cautioned about a Dark Lord rising within our city’s borders. They’ve been sayin’ so for weeks, yet few heeded their warnings.”

Her inner amusement drained away as if someone had pulled a plug inside her. Dark Lords, naturally, sprang from Dark Classers. They were the worst type. “They… have? How good are the city Seers?”

The man snorted, “Oh, they’re always forecasting doom and gloom. People seem to remember only their accurate predictions and overlook their misses. I don’t think many folks took them seriously... that is, until last night. Still,” he shrugged, “I personally don’t put much stock in it.”

Alice tilted her head. “Oh?”

“I’ve got bills to settle,” he stated, a hint of exasperation in his voice. “It’s the responsibility of the High Classers to fend off the Dark Classers and safeguard the city.” Seeming to recollect himself, he offered Alice a courteous nod, “I apologize for any offense, miss. However, no one expects a Vendor to engage in battle.”

Right. His tag read Vendor. A rank slightly below that of a Merchant.

Paying for the pastry, Alice thanked the man and continued on her way. She took a bite, hardly tasted it, and covertly fed the rest to Prim. Her uneasiness only grew.

The part of town that had once seemed bright, airy, and opulent now felt as perilous as the slums she’d walked through on her first day. In fact, it felt even more dangerous.

The Seers spoke of the rise of a new Dark Lord.

Alice couldn’t shake off the uneasy thought that Dark Lords — Dark Classers, in general — often had dragons as allies.

But her situation was different, right?

Prim, Numi, and Iggy were aspects of her class. They weren’t wild dragons she dominated for evil purposes. They were kindhearted. They were good.

True, Numi had a flair for stealing, but that shortcoming reflected more on Alice than on Numi. Alice hadn’t had time to instill the right values in her dragon yet. That was something she would address once she found stability and safety.

Prim was inherently sweet and motherly. And yes… Dark Classers usually had a multitude of minions, and Prim’s main talent seemed to be making other dragons for Alice to command, but… that was different. She was different.

Besides, there was Iggy. He was her protector, not a mindless, aggressive beast. Yes, he’d been the one responsible for the fires, but it had been for a good cause. And yes, he was currently engaged in combat — Alice could faintly perceive it through their bond — however, he was merely battling rats, and no one liked rats. Really, he was doing the city a favor.

Her attempts to reassure herself only made her feel worse.

I am not a Dark Classer, she told herself firmly, even though she had to admit she had no idea what her class truly was.

When she had originally accepted the class seed, she had believed it to be some type of animal husbandry class. That notion wasn’t entirely wrong, but it wasn’t completely right either.

Alice let out a frustrated sound, resisting the urge to stamp her foot—something she hadn’t done since she was a small girl prone to tantrums.

Out of the corner of her eye, she caught a brief movement, a piece of fabric disappearing around the corner of an alleyway. She stopped and turned, staring.

Was it just a coincidence, or was she being watched?

Her first instinct was to investigate, but that would be foolish with the Workers still lurking about.

She had dragons, and it was time she used them.

“Prim,” she whispered softly. The dragon on her shoulder shifted in response, though Alice couldn’t see her. “Please scout that alleyway for me. I think I might be being followed.”

“I can, Alice, but if I leave your side, the illusion will fade.”

“I’ll be here, in this doorway.” She pointed to a nearby shop that stood just a few feet away. The shop was closed, its door hung with a handwritten sign indicating a ‘family emergency’. After her earlier conversation with the Vendor, Alice wondered if this shopkeeper prepared to flee the city.

“No one will notice me here. Please, go check and return quickly. And be very careful,” she added with a touch of anxiety.

“Of course,” Prim replied.

Prim leaped off her shoulder, and wisps of Alice’s now blonde hair were blown back by the wind from her beating wings.

Alice tucked herself into the corner, trying to appear inconspicuous yet not suspicious, and waited.

She didn’t have to wait long. For the first time, Alice felt a bolt of fear from one of her dragons. It stabbed through her, right to the heart, and it came from Prim. She was in trouble.

No, Alice realized with sickening horror, Prim had been captured.

Iggy! Alice cried silently. A command for him to attend to her immediately. One which she had no idea until this moment she could give.

But she wasn’t simply going to wait there for her defender dragon. Prim needed her.

Breaking her cover, Alice pelted back down the black and around the corner.

Now she was grateful for the streets being so empty today. There was no one around to note the antics of a so-called Apprentice Merchant.

The rest of her didn’t give a damn.

Prim was frightened and captured and Alice would burn the world if anything happened to her.


Chapter Twenty




Alice raced around the alleyway corner, fist balled, wishing for the first time since she had found the class seed which gave her Prim that she still had her old General Laborer strength.

She was ready to slap somebody down, to hit, punch, kick, gouge, and do whatever it took to save her dragon.

She didn’t expect to be confronted by two high-pitched, young voices at the end of the alleyway.

“Mabel, let her go! She’s not yours.”

“It’s a dragon. Maybe we could sell it to some fancy classer. Maybe we—OW! Stop pecking at me, you little beast!”

“Mabel, I’m serious! This is a bad idea!”

Alice came to a stop. “Let her go.” She barely recognized her own voice. It was dark, low, and threatening.

The figures had finally come into view at the end of the alleyway: two short, childlike individuals.

One was Tom, and at that moment, only seeing red, Alice could only think, I trusted you, but I’ll never make that mistake again.

She had trusted Dolly, too, and look where that had gotten her.

Prim, who was captured in the arms of another girl, twisted her head towards Alice and let out a verbal squawk of relief.

In the voice that only Alice seemed to hear, Prim said, “You’re here! I was worried. She saw straight through my illusion.”

The girl holding Prim didn’t seem to have a lick of sense because her arms tightened around Prim and she scowled up at Alice. “You can’t take this away from me. I found her fair and square.”

Tom, however, seemed to have been waiting for the moment Mable’s attention was off him. He grabbed the girl’s wrist where it was wrapped around Prim and wrenched it to the side. Prim twisted and got one wing free, flapping as if she wanted to lift off.

Alice headed for the girl, ready to pull her hair. It had been conveniently pinned back into a plait.

Before she had taken more than a few steps, a manhole at the end of the alleyway exploded upward, and a red serpent of fire and wrath flowed out.

It was Iggy.

Alice simply pointed to the girl, and her loyal, defender dragon breathed a plume of flame in her direction, thankfully stopping short of Prim. However, he advanced, his teeth and claws bared and flashing.

Mabel was too well-trained in the streets to do something silly like shriek. She simply dropped Prim and backed up a few hasty steps, hands up.

Tom gaped, too, but he didn’t back away. Not even when Iggy turned furious eyes on him.

Prim caught herself with a flap of her wings before she hit the ground, her claws skittering on the grimy brickwork before she got into the air again. Within a moment, she alighted back on Alice’s shoulder.

“Are you okay?” Alice demanded, her voice still hard and alien to her own ears.

“She didn’t hurt me. I was only surprised. She saw straight through my illusion.” Prim sounded much more put out by this than anything else.

“Alice—Miss… I... it’s all a mistake.” To Alice’s disgust, Tom stepped to put himself between Iggy and the girl, his hands held out as if seeking supplication. “We didn’t mean no harm to your dragons.”

“A misunderstanding? She wanted to sell Prim to some classer.” Alice thrust a finger at the girl, who visibly recoiled. Alice’s pointing finger—her whole arm—was shaking in fury.

She hadn’t been this upset over Dolly’s betrayal.

In fact, she never remembered being this upset before. It was hard not to tell Iggy to rip the girl apart limb by limb.

She had risked everything last night to save them just last night. Ungrateful brats.

“Alice. I am well. She didn’t so much as damage a scale.” Prim rubbed the side of her head against Alice’s cheek.

“They’re super poor, too. Only two coppers to their name.” Numi seemed to pop up from behind the children—who both leapt in shock. Neither saw her slither behind them—and spit out two sorry-looking copper pieces.

Less than a week ago, that had been close to what Alice herself had owned.

And that thought was enough to blunt the edge of her anger.

Iggy asked, in a growling voice that, at that moment, didn’t sound too different from Alice’s own, “Do you want me to dispose of the trash?”

Alice took a breath, let it out again, and somehow found it within herself to say, “Keep an eye on them, please.”

And with that minor release, she also realized that they had made a lot of noise in a city where the Law Enforcement would be on the lookout for any ne’er-do-wells.

“Prim, please watch the front of the alleyway. And if you’re feeling up to it, cast an illusion to show all is well. Numi, is that all you found on them?”

“Well, the boy had a knife,” Numi reached into her mouth and pulled that out, too.

“Hey,” Tom objected, touching his back pants pocket, apparently where he kept the knife.

“Hey, nothing,” Alice snapped, “you ought to be on your knees thanking me and my dragons for saving you from the Workers last night—”

“That was you?” the girl blurted.

Tom turned to her. “I tried to tell you! Then you snatched up Prim like she was a turkey that had escaped the marketplace.”

“How did you see Prim?” Alice asked, focusing on the girl. Hadn’t Tom called her Mabel? “Do you have a skill?” It was the only thing she could think of, though the girl looked younger than the minimum of fourteen years old for a class. Also, a skill like that would be prized beyond comparison.

“A skill? No,” she said with derision, “I’m only twelve.”

“Then, how? Tell me!” Alice snapped her fingers at the girl when she hesitated.

Mabel looked rebellious, but then sighed and pulled out a chain that had been under her shirt. A shiny golden medallion hung on the end of it.

Numi squawked, “I didn’t see that. Alice, I need a real pick-pocketing skill.”

Ignoring her, Alice squinted at the medallion. When it caught the light just so, odd writing flashed on the surface.

“What’s that?” Tom asked, just as curious and openly envious as Numi.

“I got it from those Workers when they tried to snatch us. One had the chain sticking right out of his pocket,” Mabel said. “I didn’t know what it was used for, but I figured if they had it, I wanted it.”

Alice held back her grudging admiration that the girl had had enough sense to pickpocket the man as he was kidnapping her.

“What does it do?” Tom asked.

“I don’t know, but I saw her following us, and you couldn’t.” She pointed down the alleyway where Prim was currently obscured by another illusion.

That medallion must be an artifact carved by someone from a Magician class.

Alice wanted it, and she knew with Iggy backing her up, she could just take it.

Still, she didn’t trust herself to make smart decisions right at this moment. Instead, she continued on with her other questions, “What happened last night? Tom, I thought you had more sense than to get caught by those Workers.”

Tom scowled. “It wasn’t my fault. They raided the whole orphanage. Mabel and I almost got free. I ran—”

“Wait, they raided the entire orphanage?” Alice demanded. “And the Orphanage Staff just let them?”

Tom shrugged, and Mabel scowled.

“Of course they did. The Orphanage Workers always get paid off. It happens when it gets too crowded. So I was on my toes, expecting it. Usually they don’t take the kids who manage to run. But they did this time.”

Alice felt sick, both from what she heard and the sheer whiplash of going from white-hot anger to intense pity.

She thought she had it tough as a General Laborer, but she had let herself forget that she, at least, had a class—even if it was a low one—and therefore of some value to society. These children had nothing.

“We always make ourselves scarce when there’s a raid on,” Tom added, nodding. “And this time, well, I thought maybe you’d give us some shelter,” he said, “but they caught us in the hotel’s courtyard right before I could get into the hotel.”

And there was that anger again. He’d almost led the Workers to her and her dragons.

He’s just a kid, Alice reminded herself. A dumb kid who’d almost ruined everything.

“Did they tell you what they wanted you for? The Workers?” she made herself ask.

Tom shrugged. “The mines, probably.”

But Mabel shook her head with an angry look Tom’s way. “You shouldn’t answer if you don’t know.”

He turned to her. “Then, what? They weren’t exactly chatty with me.”

“Well, I hear things because I listen,” she shot back.

“So, what did they say?” Alice asked.

The girl started to reply, but then a sly look crossed her face. “If you want to know, it will cost you.”

“Mabel, you don’t know what you’re doing,” Tom objected.

A bit of anger flared up again in Alice’s chest, but she was back in control enough to squash it. Besides, she appreciated Mabel’s gumption. And, more importantly, she understood where the girl was coming from.

She lived on the streets, in a harder life than Alice had faced even as a General Laborer. It wasn’t nice or polite, but it made sense that she would not let any opportunity go to waste.

Well, neither would Alice.

“Numi.” Alice held out her arm, and the green dragon took off into the air and landed on her wrist. Alice had to take a quick step before she staggered under the weight of her dragon. Numi was the smallest out of the three, but her stomach was apparently full of coins.

“A gold piece, if you please,” Alice said.

Tom and Mabel’s eyes bugged out as Numi reached into her mouth and withdrew a gleaming — if spitty — gold coin. Alice plucked it out and held it between her fingers, making sure that it caught the light.

“This is yours to split in exchange for every scrap of information you can give me about the Workers. And,” she added as both Tom and Mabel took a step forward, “that medallion.”

Mabel hesitated, her hand closing over the medallion. “I could probably sell it in the marketplace for more.”

“The marketplace is shut down today, remember?” Tom said to her, earning a glare in his direction.

“You don’t want to be flashing something like that in the marketplace,” Alice said. “The Workers might be on the lookout for it. Besides, only High and Magic classers will be interested in something like that. And they’re more likely to cheat you than buy honestly from you.”

It was the same problem she had encountered when she first found the class seed, and a large part of why she had not gone to pains to find out how much it was worth. Anything valuable was much more likely to be stolen from her by a greedy classer.

“Yeah, then they’ll dump your worthless carcass somewhere so you’ll never tell on them, either,” Tom added, much more brutally than Alice would have, but he had a point.

Mabel still hesitated. “How do I know you won’t kill me after I hand this over?”

Alice pointed to Iggy. “I could sic him on you at any time. It’s only because I’m friends with Tom that I decided to hear you out, first.”

Tom beamed at her as if Alice had just paid him a grand compliment.

The girl seemed to at least see the sense of what Alice was saying, or perhaps she just couldn’t see a way out. Slowly, reluctantly, she lifted the chain of the medallion over her head, and, holding it in her hand, she spoke, “I heard what the Workers said to the Head Orphanage Mistress right before coins exchanged hands. They said that a Dark Classer was rising up. They weren’t going to send us to the mines,” she added with a significant look Tom’s way, “they were going to use us as messengers and gofers for all the Soldier classes’. Maybe make us fight, too, if things got bad enough. I dunno.”

That was horrifying, and not surprising. Also, it fit in with what Alice had heard from the Vendor. So, there was a Dark Classer—maybe even a Dark Lord himself—on the rise.

“Anything else?” Alice asked.

“No, I swear.” Mabel made a gesture to cross her heart. Her face was solemn enough that Alice knew this was a promise not easily broken by the orphans.

Alice nodded to Iggy, who waited on tenterhooks to launch forward. The dragon swam through the air so fast that Mabel didn’t have time to do anything more than flinch before Iggy snatched the medallion out from her fingers.

“Hey!” Mabel’s cry was cut off when Alice flicked the gold coin to them. The two orphan kids dove for it, but Mabel was the one who came up victorious.

“Find somewhere to rent and hide for the next few days, till they’re done cleaning out the orphanages,” Alice said. “Maybe some new clothes, too. And food.” That gold coin would be more than enough for all of it.

They had spent too much time in the alleyway. Alice turned to walk away.

“Wait, Alice!” Tom called, “Where do I find you if we hear more about the Workers?” His eager tone told Alice he wanted an opportunity for more gold coins.

Alice hesitated for a moment. Tom had meant well, but he had nearly led the Workers right to her dragons.

She couldn’t let such a close call happen again. Already, she thought of plans for Prim’s next egg.

“I’ll find you,” she called back to the boy, then turned and walked out.

It sounded like she truly did have to worry about the rise of a new Dark Classer. She and her dragons had leveling to do.


Chapter Twenty-One




“Alice?” Prim asked, once they were well away from the alley, “What are dark classers?”

Alice opened her mouth with the intention of telling her dragon to never mind about it. Dark classers were the horrors of children’s tales. It wasn’t something Prim needed to concern herself with.

However, that’s what Alice had been told all her life as a General Laborer: not to worry her little head about problems that were beyond her concern. The other, higher classer would handle things.

As she had just seen with Tom and Mabel, the lower classes could get dragged into it, too.

And now, Alice might just belong to one of the upper classes, which made the defense of the city her responsibility.

That terrified her.

“Later, dearest,” she murmured instead. “Let’s get away from here and find somewhere we can speak in peace.”

Alice wandered the streets at random, walking for the sake of exercise, to clear her mind and rid herself of the lingering anger. She didn’t know where her previous cold attitude toward Mable had come from, and now that it had vanished, the past hour felt like it belonged to someone else.

She found herself at the border of a park with grassy hills that sloped downward. A stream cut through the base of the hill, likely emptying out into the bay beyond. Tall, wild grasses grew by the shores of the stream, and the dense trees surrounded them.

Alice had seen evidence of habitation—likely from Beggars or other Homeless. No one was around now. Were they hiding from the Workers, too?

Well, for the time being, Alice had a place where she could be alone and unseen.

She settled down under the shade of a low-limbed tree. That cover, and the babble of a nearby brook, would help keep their conversation private.

All three of her dragons gathered around her, staring up at her with big gleaming eyes. Their perfect trust could feel intimidating if she focused on it for too long.

Alice’s gaze went from Prim to Numi, then to Iggy. She took a deep breath. “Dark classers are... bad.”

“Oooh,” Numi said in near reverence.

Alice licked her lips and tried again.

“There’s a balance in society. There are the lower classes—the Servants, General Laborers, Maids, and the like.”

Iggy growled low in his throat, a tongue of flame licking out beyond his nose. “Like the Workers?”

“No, no.” She shook her head. “Those men who tried to kidnap Mabel and Tom were imposters using a tag of low classes to hide. Real low classers are hardworking folk. They serve as the backbone of society. Without them, the whole city — everything — could collapse.”

Not that the high classers acknowledged them, or the hard work they put in on their behalf…

Alice went on. “The mid-classers sort of… smooth the way. They’re the oil that allows the gears of society to function. The Merchants who bring us food and clothing, the Magicians and Wizards who bring us magic, the Law Enforcement who keeps us safe. Sometimes accomplished low classers like highly ranked Tradesmen are considered mid-class, too.”

She took a breath. “Then there are the high classers, like the Nobles and Politicians. They’re the cream of the crop, the head of society. They do all the thinking for us.” Speaking these beliefs out loud, beliefs she’d held since childhood, now felt unsettling.

Shaking her head, Alice continued, “Finally, there are the dark classes, the seedy underbelly. They take from others and aim to destabilize society. You usually see them as Thieves, Criminals, or even Slavers, if they’re vile enough. Thankfully, within the high classers, there are the elite fighters. Those skilled in combat whose job it is to protect us from the dark classers.

“But every so often,” she continued, “someone rises who stands out from the rest. When this occurs among the good classes, like a noble or fighter, society flourishes. But when a Dark Lord emerges from the dark classers... whole cities can be burned away. It’s said that over a thousand years ago, our entire kingdom fell to ruin under the might of a Dark Mistress.”

The dragons were silent, hanging on every word until this point.

“Is history gonna repeat itself?” Numi asked. “Didn’t that Vendor guy say a new Dark Lord is rising?” She sounded equal parts excited and terrified.

“If there is,” Iggy declared confidently, “I shall fight for you, Alice. Don’t you worry.”

“I’m not worried,” she said, though her stomach had been tight and anxious ever since speaking with the Vendor. “If the worst should happen, we’ll stay together and help each other. I think we’re quite an effective team.”

Iggy and Numi preened at the praise, but Alice noticed that Prim remained silent, watching her.

“Something else bothers you,” Prim said. “Please tell us?”

Again, Alice considered lying, but if she couldn’t confide in her dragons, then who could she trust? “There’s something else,” she admitted. “Traditionally, dragons have been the tools of a Dark Lord. There have been others who’ve used other means: undead rising from graves, poisons that kill entire lands, and other terrible things. But dragons are the most famous. I’m afraid that if someone were to see you, they might mistake you as tools of a Dark Lord.” She finished the last part quickly, hoping her dragons wouldn’t be offended or worried.

“Oh, I’m good at hiding,” Numi said. “No one will see me.”

“Yes, my Concealment and Illusion skills are progressing,” Prim agreed.

“I’ll just fight anyone who sees me,” Iggy declared. But after receiving a stern look from Prim, he added, “Of course, with discretion.”

Alice smiled, yet deep inside, she was still anxious.

She wasn’t dumb or in denial. She had a class — one she’d never heard of — that bolstered her strength through her dragons. Without any more context than that, it sounded fairly dark.

But the Seers couldn’t have foreseen her. One would have to commit heinous acts to be labeled a Dark Lord. Something far worse than petty thievery from her own Noble’s kitchen, she reflected with a cringe. Or a blue-steel coin.

With a shake of her head, she decided not to dwell on it. Besides, Iggy’s comments on skills had reminded her. “How did the great rat hunt go?”

As Iggy puffed up with pride and while he detailed his epic battle against the city rats, Alice pulled up his stat sheet.

Aspect 3

“Igcendiorum”

Level: 2

Skills: 3/3

Fire Breath (Permanent skill: Locked.) : Level 3

Burning Claws: Level 2

Ultimate Armor: Level 3

He had performed very well by bringing his Ultimate Armor up to level 3 in such a short period of time.

Alice gave him a quick lookover and didn’t find a scratch on him.

“Great work,” she said. “I’d like you to bring up your Burning Claws to another level. Then I think your overall level will be at 3.”

Iggy looked enthusiastic. “Then may I fight those muskrats I hear on the other side of the stream?” he asked, pointing with one stubby claw across the bank. Alice had initially thought they were tufts of grass, but upon closer inspection, they indeed appeared to be very large nests of a rat colony.

She shuddered and agreed. “Yes, as long as nobody sees you.”

Iggy immediately leaped into the air. A moment later, the tall grass rustled and angry rats squeaked.

Turning to Numi, Alice asked, “How was your day?”

“I found two more gold coins,” Numi replied. “And twenty silver.”

“Goodness,” Alice mused, wondering if she should open a bank account. Was that what rich classers did?

Realizing she had ignored all notifications, including ones of her own stats, she first checked Numi’s.

“Oh, it looks like you have another skill to choose from!”

Aspect 2

“Numismatis”

1 New Skill Available

Available skills:

Gem Hunting

Appraiser

Wise Investor

Advanced Mathematics.

Alice was tempted by Gem Hunting, but worried Numi might take that as permission to start stealing necklaces from unsuspecting Noble lady’s necks. Besides, how would Alice ever sell gems without suspicion?

“Any pickpocketing skills?” Numi asked eagerly.

“No, thankfully,” Alice quickly added, then rattled off the skill names.

“I don’t see the need for Advanced Mathematics right now. I’m already good at counting coins as we go,” Numi said.

The thought of her slightly bug-eyed dragon, quill in hand, scribbling down intricate formulae, made Alice smile. It would almost be worth choosing the skill just for that.

“How about Appraising? It might be useful to know the value or utility of items we come across.” Alice held up the medallion she’d gotten from Mabel. “Especially this.”

Numi took a long moment to think, head cocked. “I like that.”

“Appraiser it is,” she decided, and picked the skill.

Numi’s scales flashed a brighter green before returning to their usual hue.

“Practice on this,” Alice said and gave the medallion to her eager dragon.

Lastly, she turned her attention to Prim. As expected, Prim had leveled up several times recently, though she didn’t have a new skill available.

Aspect 1

“Primordialis”

Level: 7

Primordialis’ Skills: 4/4

Mother of All (Permanent skill. Locked.) : Level 2

Authority: 6

Concealment: 12

Illusion: 5

Prim’s Mother of All skill was by far the lowest, but the levels she had from the rest of her skills, especially her Concealment, which had near constant practice since she hatched, had pushed her overall level to 7.

Lastly, Alice looked at herself.

Alice Turner

Age: 19

Hidden Class: She of Many Dragons

Visible Class: Merchant Apprentice

Level: 5

Rank: 1

Aspects: 3/4

Three out of four aspects?

Alice quickly went back through her dismissed notifications and found something interesting.

For reaching Level 5, you have opened the ability to create sub-aspects. Going forward, you will be granted one sub-aspect token every odd level. A regular aspect token may be exchanged for two sub-aspects at any time.

“Sub-aspects,” Alice repeated. “What are sub-aspects?”

“They are helpers to your regular aspects. To us,” Prim clarified. “Think of us as team leaders. The sub-aspects would be our assistants.”

“So, Numi could have someone assist her with mathematics?” Alice proposed, half joking.

“Yes, or when you someday have so many dragons that I cannot manage them all, I will someday need help,” Prim stated, rather… primly.

Alice blinked, dumbfounded. “Oh. How many dragons do you think I’ll end up with?”

“You are She of Many Dragons. As many as there are stars in the sky.”


Chapter Twenty-Two




Alert: Aspect 2 “Numi” has increased skill in appraising.

New skill level: 2.

Alice turned to see Numi clutching the medallion in both claws and staring at it as if it held all the answers in the world.

“Wow,” Numi said, “this is really high value.”

Instantly, Iggy flowed over to her side. “What is it? Does it shoot fireballs?”

“No, the opposite. Well… Kind of,” Numi considered. “And I suppose it’s not that valuable. It’s like… narrowly valuable?” She blinked her bulging eyes and shook her head.

“Numi, what exactly is your skill telling you?” Alice asked, patiently amused.

Again, the little green dragon shook her head. “It’s not something that you could sell,” she said carefully, “and I am still sort of new at this. I only have up to level 2.”

“That medallion gave you two levels?” Prim asked in shock.

“Yeah, it was a hard nut to crack, and I don’t think I got all the information I can out of it, but… let’s call it… a medium value magical object.” Numi nodded to herself. “Yeah, that feels right.”

“Well, what does it do?” Alice pressed.

The green dragon perked up. Apparently, this was the right question. “It protects against dark magic—but only from a particular person.”

A moment of silence ensued as everyone looked at one another.

Prim was the one to ask the next question. “Who does it protect from?”

“I don’t know.” Numi extended her narrow wings in a semblance of a shrug. “I can’t tell. It might have to do with my appraisal level? But I feel like that’s a really, really deep secret. So my appraisal levels would have to be high to find out.”

She handed it back to Alice, who looked at it doubtfully.

“I think I’ll keep this for now, and then when you level up your appraisal, you can take another look at it,” Alice said, slipping it into her pocket.

“No,” Prim interjected, “wear it.”

The other dragons nodded in agreement.

“You want me to wear this?” She looked at the medallion again. The chain was long, thin, and very fine, although it wasn’t a pretty shade of gold—more brassy than pretty. She could slip it under her shirt.

“Yes,” Prim said emphatically. “We can protect ourselves, but if you are gone, all is lost.”

“But I’m not a fighter,” Alice protested.

She extended her hand to Iggy, who shook his head. “I have my Ultimate Armor. That protects me. Besides, I have the feeling that whatever this medallion protects against, it isn’t muskrats.”

“Mabel stole it from one of the Workers,” Numi reminded him.

Perhaps the man feared his employer and had commissioned the magical object to protect himself… just in case.

That was something Alice understood well, having been a General Laborer all her life. Nobles and people in power always abused that power. Always.

Perhaps her dragons had a point.

What would become of them if something dire were to happen to Alice?

The chain was long, likely meant for a man. She clasped it, then slipped it over her head, allowing the medallion to fall under her shirt, sitting right in the middle of her chest, over her heart.

Maybe it was her imagination, but she felt a shiver, which she suspected might be magic.

“Alice, you have an aspect token. Maybe you can give me an assistant,” Numi needled, slithering up to her.

“No, if anybody is getting an assistant, it will be me. I will certainly need more help to manage all of you,” Prim declared.

Numi turned to her. “You don’t need another assistant to help boss people around.”

Alice rose, gesturing to calm her dragons’ squabbling. They subsided, and with Prim on her shoulder providing an illusion, Numi scuttling under the grass in search of objects that had been dropped, and Iggy flying overhead, they made their way out of the park and back through the city.

The sun was setting beyond the horizon, glittering in the glimpses she caught of the sea. It would be dark very soon, and she had to figure out what to do next.

Perhaps it was because she had spoken her fears of dark classers aloud, but Alice felt lighter of heart than usual. She wasn’t even overly worried about being out when the Workers were around. After all, her visible tag was that of an Apprentice Merchant. That gave her some additional security. She wasn’t easy prey anymore.

Most importantly, she had her dragons.

On the other hand, she supposed she would be a target if anybody were looking for ransom money.

And, just as she had that thought, a figure stepped out of an alleyway in front of her.

Though he was a full-grown man, he was no taller than Alice. He had a twitchy way about him, to the extent that Alice wondered if his clothing was infested with lice. She had dealt with an infestation like that once in the General Laborer barracks, until the nobleman had finally called for purging magic a few months later, once it finally hit the main house. They were bothersome, but not to that extent.

The man stared at her, jumpy and twitchy, and Alice got the impression he was trying to decide to run away or fight.

He must have picked a third option.

“Give me all your money, girl,” he demanded.

Alice should have been frightened, but staring at him and seeing the Known Criminal tag over his head emblazoned in red—a punishment handed down to those caught thieving before—she just felt pity for him.

“You don’t want to do this,” she said. “I’m going to give you this chance to change your mind.”

Her kindness was met with derision. The man sneered, “Oh, you will, will you? Give me all of your money, you little chit, or I’ll slit you from ear to pretty ear.” Then he pulled out a wicked-looking knife, suitable for skinning game.

Alice felt a bolt of something—it was like fear, only she wasn’t afraid. Was it excitement? A thrill? Almost as if the man had given her permission. She didn’t have time to dwell on it. Instead, at the appearance of the knife, she signaled.

Iggy dropped down from above, fire already leaping off his claws. He landed on the man’s back.

The man screamed and turned around, swinging wildly with the wicked-looking knife. To Alice’s horror, she saw the knife nick off Iggy’s hide.

Alice stepped forward, fist clenched, ready to confront the man herself.

“Alice, no,” Prim said, on her shoulder. “Let him handle this.”

“At least you’re good for something! I just leveled up my Fire Claws!” Iggy snarled, still holding onto the man’s neck and shoulders, biting the hand that reached back to try to rip him away.

All thoughts of Alice forgotten, the man broke and ran. Iggy lifted off and flew back toward Alice.

She lifted her hands, and her brave defender flew into her arms. His scales were shockingly hot to the touch, but she cuddled him close.

“We need to go,” she said.

The streets were empty as always, but she saw a light illuminate a window not too far away. People would be out to find out what that noise had been about soon, and if that man had friends...

She quickly turned and walked in the other direction, taking the first street she found, then the next, and the next. It brought her downhill, close to the harbor and the smell of fish, but she didn’t care.

Her features shifted as Prim changed her appearance several times, each different as they passed by someone else. Though Iggy was in her arms, from the outside, it looked like Alice was hauling a carry sack.

Finally, near the water’s edge, Alice paused and looked down at her dragon. “Are you hurt? Where did the knife cut you? Is it bad?”

“No, I have Ultimate Armor. Look, I leveled it up, too,” Iggy replied.

He was incredibly pleased with himself, twisting his long body to show off his red and gold scales, which were completely free of marks.

“And the man was rich,” Numi piped up, near Alice’s ankles.

She looked down, realizing she hadn’t given a thought to the green dragon at all. She’d been so quiet, and Prim had cloaked her in the illusion of an orange cat with a rat in its mouth.

In actuality, Numi had a leather pouch clutched in her claws.

Alice stared. “Are you certain you don’t have a pickpocketing skill?”

“No, I have a ‘finding coins’ skill,” Numi said, missing the sarcasm completely. “Plus, he just dropped it.” The dragon deftly opened the leather pouch and peered inside, her claws as adept as a silk embroiderer’s fingers. “Wow, he must have robbed a lot of people.” She sorted through it, picking out jewelry. “Worthless, worthless, costume jewelry, worthless... Ooh, a ruby.” She pulled out a rather heavy-looking ring and held it up to Alice. “My appraising skill says this one is real, too. There are some coins in here as well... all copper.”

“You can have the copper coins, if you want,” Alice said tiredly, taking the ring. It was too large and gaudy for her own fingers, and she wasn’t sure if she could wear it even if she wanted to, without being able to make a fist.

She would have to sell it but had no idea where. Perhaps she could drop it off anonymously at the police station?

The wind picked up, and she looked out, realizing how close she was to the sea. It wasn’t a clear view, as the harbor was currently stuffed with boats, all returned from their daily fishing. The waves seemed a little high to her, and the ships bobbed up and down.

She wondered if she had enough money, could she board one of the ships and leave for other shores? It was a tempting thought, but surely, she couldn’t hide her dragons aboard a ship.

Beyond, the clouds were building, taking on an orange and red glow in the setting sun. In fact, they were building quite fast into thunderheads.

“There’s a storm coming,” Alice said.

“The skies are angry,” Prim said, following her gaze. “Though… This storm smells odd.”

“Odd how?” Alice asked.

The dragon shook her head. “I don’t know. It doesn’t feel natural.”

“Maybe a mage storm,” Alice suggested. “Sometimes Weather mages create storms to help with Farmer’s crops outside the city.”

She continued walking, though all of them kept an eye on the building clouds. They seemed to grow higher and higher, impossibly high, as if they wanted to loom over the city.

The wind kicked up, warm one second, bitterly freezing cold the next.

The feeling in the air became oppressive, and all Alice wanted was to return to the hotel room or find a shelter.

There were a couple of likely looking inns, but when she knocked, the doors remained firmly shut.

Then, the world lit up around her as lightning flashed in the building thunderheads.

She quickly ducked under the eve of a closed general store, then leaned out to peek up to the sky.

Lightning bounced from one cloud to the next, joined by more bolts, until the whole sky was filled with lightning.

This wasn’t normal.

“What’s going on?” Numi asked.

Alice picked her up, holding her dragon close. “I don’t know, but I have a bad feeling.”

“The lightning is forming shapes of animals. Look,” Iggy said, flying close.

“That is not normal lightning,” Prim agreed.

She was right.

Though it put images in the back of Alice’s eyes if she looked too long, she saw the lightning taking on formless shapes of monsters with teeth and raking claws.

And she was not the only one who saw it.

Alarms went out across the city. Bells rang, and a long, whining alarm sounded through the air like a long wail.

One that stirred vague memories from her childhood.

“What is that?” Numi asked, looking around.

“It’s the call,” Alice said, “a call for all the city’s fighters and defenders to come together.” She swallowed hard through a dry throat. “We are about to be under attack.”


Chapter Twenty-Three




Alice was seized by instinctive fear. And just like that, her earlier confidence collapsed.

She needed to find shelter and hide. She was nobody, the lowest of the low, with her only duty being to stay out of the way of the higher classers. It was their job to take care of things. Who did she think she was?

Wanting nothing to do with what was about to hit the city, Alice turned and ran towards the road leading away from the harbor. Unfortunately, the winds had other plans.

The separate monsters above seemed to have another plan and combined into one giant emerging beast, made of lightning in the sky. The convergence whipped up the winds so fiercely that the moment she stepped away from the solid brick building, she found that the narrow street had become a wind tunnel.

The screaming winds sucked her towards the water one second, pushing her forward and away the next, while side winds beat her from side to side. Losing her footing, she fell to the ground.

Her dragons screamed something above her — Prim yelled in her mind, but Alice couldn’t hear them. With palms scraped raw, she crawled back toward a mercantile shop. It was a solid building made of brick and might provide some shelter.

However, roof shingles, leaves, bits of trash, and other debris clattered down the road. She couldn’t stand, couldn’t roll to get out of the way. Something struck her shoulder, and she looked up to see the roof of the next building ripping up and coming rolling right toward her.

“Alice, look out,” Prim screamed in her mind.

But Alice was frozen. If she had some of her old General Laborer skills and strengths, she might have been able to endure what was about to happen. It had made her solid and able to withstand impacts. But this would surely crush her.

Iggy somehow managed to swim through the air as if the wind did not affect him. He put himself between the oncoming debris and Alice.

Alice cried out, reaching toward him, but he was more than an arm’s length away. She watched in horror as a large section of the flown-off rooftop tiles struck him… And most cracked around him and fell away.

“Iggy?” She couldn’t hear her own voice. It was ripped away by the wind.

The little red dragon was knocked to the side but still remained in the air, beating his wings and undulating his body fiercely to stay in place.

A half tile struck Alice’s side. The pain was sharp, but it meant nothing to her. She again reached out for the dragon, but in the next moment, Iggy whirled around and pushed her back towards the building, his wings spread to protect her against other flying objects.

Prim latched onto her shoulder, claws digging in to catch her shirt, and helped out, too. Numi scuttled around behind Alice and pushed.

Though the three dragons altogether did not weigh more than a quarter of Alice’s weight, their intent was clear, and she was able to crawl her way free.

The wind still screamed, but she was at least able to stand as she made her way back to the side of a building.

Numi scuttled up ahead and made her way to the door, sticking one claw in the lock. By the time Alice made it over, the door slammed open on another gust of wind. As Alice staggered inside, she caught a glimpse of Numi’s smug expression. She’d unlocked it in record time.

It took all of them to shut the heavy door against the wind and lock it. Then they were stuck in the middle of the closed mercantile. It was an eerie place, with racks of clothing, fishing gear, boating equipment, and other items. It was dark and empty, but for the moment, she was safe. Outside, the wind screamed and beat at the walls like an animal trying to break in.

At least until the roof rips off like it did with that other building, she thought, but that was not her main concern at the moment.

She turned to Iggy and gasped out, “Are you okay?”

The red dragon undulated in the air near her and shot her an exasperated look. “Yes, my Ultimate Armor protected me.”

She knew that, logically, but seeing him take a hit that would have seriously injured her was something different altogether. Her eyes raked over the dragon, but there was no sign of him being hurt, not a cut or even a bent scale. Her little defender had done his duty once again.

A crackling sound caught her attention. Alice went to the window, ignoring Prim’s concern about whether the glass would break. From there, she still had a clear view of the sky. The monster made of lightning had pulled itself into a more definitive shape. To her horror, the flickering outline looked much like a dragon bearing down on them.

No, not on them. It beared down on the entire city.

This is why people fear dragons, she thought in despair. They are always the tools of dark forces.

A moment later, she felt Prim’s weight on her shoulder. The rose gold dragon nuzzled her ear. “Alice? What do you need?”

Alice’s mouth was dry. “I need a defender,” she said, though what she really needed was something to defeat that thing in the sky. But that was impossible.

“You have a defender,” Prim said. Alice shot a guilty look at Iggy, who puffed himself up in pride.

“Iggy, you’ve done such a good job, but that thing...” Alice looked up again at the sky, at the forming dragon. “You’re going to need help.”

As if on cue, bits of lightning spun off the main monster overhead.

They looked like electric worms as they headed in all directions. One of the electric worms headed straight for the harbor. With claws made of crackling energy, it raked one of the ships anchored at sea. The thick mast, which supported the sail, exploded as if any moisture inside had vaporized instantly. The once elegant sails caught fire as they fell. The electric worm dived, eagerly spending the rest of its energy on the hull. The once magnificent ship cracked in two. It burned as it sank into the sea, and Alice could only watch, horrified, glad despite herself that she was too far away to see if anybody had been aboard.

“Let me fight it,” Iggy begged, surging forward toward the window, practically plastering himself against it. “Give me the means to defeat that creature. I will gain so many levels.”

“Alice,” Prim said again.

Alice shook her head and turned to gaze at the Mercantile. “It’s unfair—I can’t ask this of you. And Prim, dear, this is no place to lay an egg. You need a nest—“

But she knew she was just making excuses. After all, Prim had created Numi in much darker conditions.

“Tell me what you need, and I will take care of everything else,” Prim said, endlessly patient and understanding. “I am the mother of all.”

But in her patient and understanding tone, Alice caught a bit of reproach from her first dragon.

Alice needed to trust her.

I do trust her, but I wanted to keep her safe. I wanted to keep them all safe, she thought, but the truth was the only way to keep them safe was for her to grow in power. As always, that meant more dragons.

She looked down at the first aspect of her own class and firmed up her will. “Prim, give Iggy an assistant to help him defend me and the city.”

Now that she paid strict attention, she felt the moment her aspect tokens went from one to zero, along with a bit of power that drained straight to Prim.

The little rose gold dragon’s eyes seemed to glow. She turned to Numi and Iggy. “Shield me.”

Numi snapped to attention immediately and followed Prim as she settled herself right on the stack of thick wool blankets. She stood nearby, waiting in attendance.

Iggy gave Alice an agonized glare as if he was loath to leave her side. But Alice simply nodded. This is what she wanted.

As an extra precaution, she finally stepped away from the window in case the screaming wind burst it in.

She would be safe enough if she stayed inside… Assuming the entire building didn’t come down on her. If it did, well, there would be nothing anyone could do.

Prim settled down. Numi stood in front of her, spreading her green wings out to either side as if to shield the other dragon from view. Iggy flew down to them both, half coiling around and giving a fearsome glare to the shadows within the Mercantile.

Even standing away from the window, Alice had a good view of the streets. There was nobody visible, though debris continued to rain down and the lightning creature above took on even more sinister detail. Now she saw individual scales made of flickering electricity, and claws sharp, curved, and wicked enough to cut glass. It looked like it was big enough to eat an entire building in one gulp. She just hoped it wouldn’t start with the harbor first.

Abruptly, Prim rose to stand. A blue egg, half as big as one of the normal dragon eggs, lay under her. Its size reminded Alice of those from the fancy bantam chickens back at the estate, the kind the noblewomen ate for breakfast, not for the taste, but just because it was unusual.

Alice scooped it up.

The egg was stormy gray-blue with traces of lighter gray scuttling across its surface. It looked like a storm cloud.

As she thought that, the shell cracked. The little creature that emerged had the same basic shape as Iggy—the same long flowing body, fearsome expression, and oversized claws.

The difference was its blue-gray color, and of course, it was smaller, barely half as long as her hand, excluding its tail. It was pretty adorable. Inside, she despaired because this was a baby, and she should have protected it. But this was a creature she had just created to protect her.

Also, Alice felt oddly disconnected from it, lacking that same instant regard she felt with the other dragons.

“Hurry up,” Iggy snapped at the new hatchling. “You have a job to do.”

“That’s not fair,” Alice protested, “I haven’t even assigned a skill to him—“ She stopped as she looked at the sheet. The new dragon was listed under Iggy.

Aspect 3

“Igcendiorum”

Level: 4

Skills: 3/3

Fire Breath (Permanent skill: Locked.) : Level 3

Burning Claws: Level 4

Ultimate Armor: Level 4

Sub-aspect(s): 1/1

Name: Unassigned

Element: Unassigned

There was no skill. It only asked for an element.

She looked down at the little dragon, who gazed back at her with slightly dull eyes. The normal elements were, of course, earth, water, fire, and wind.

But even looking at the dragon, she knew without words that there was something different to this one.

She had created this little creature to fight off a being made of electricity.

“Lightning,” she said, and made it so. And even though her new aspect had not requested a name or spoken at all, she knew she needed to give him a name. “His name is Spark.”

Spark bobbed his head. White joined the blue and gray, accenting his scales in the same way that fiery gold accented Iggy’s.

With that, Spark crawled the rest of the way out of his egg, and then flew up in the air with the same undulating long movement to join Iggy.

And just in time, because at that moment, a gust of wind more powerful than the rest shook the building. One of the windows on the other side of the building exploded inward and the roof above them finally gave way.


Chapter Twenty-Four




A huge, earsplitting crack jerked Alice’s head up. The thick timber that ran from one end of the building to the other split as if forked by lightning. It opened so wide, she saw flashes of the rolling gray sky through the crack. That must have been the main support which held up the rest of the roof because the building above her began to crumble and collapse.

The fact that the entire roof didn’t cave in at once was all that ended up saving her. It gave her a few extra seconds in which to act.

Falling to her knees, Alice scrambled under one of the long trestle tables, pulling Prim and Numi under with her.

She felt their protest — Numi cried, “We’re supposed to help you!” — but Alice only pulled her dragons under her and crouched over them.

Debris, some of it burning, fell all around them and struck the top of the table loud enough to rattle her bones. Alice shut her eyes, ducking her head, and waited it out.

It was a minute that seemed to last an entire lifetime. She kept her eyes squeezed until the thumps ended, and she only heard the rain striking the top of the table, and the screaming wind still above.

The sturdy table had held up.

Cautiously, Alice opened her eyes and saw she was surrounded by snapped bits of wood, shingles, branches that, for some reason, must have fallen on the roof, and other broken things that had been beautiful and for sale a few moments before.

Numi poked her head out from under Alice, looked around, and declared, “I assess that the value of most of these items has gone significantly down. The building, too,” she added.

“This place isn’t safe any longer,” Prim said. “We must get out of here. And where is Iggy?”

“I sent him and Spark,” Alice reminded her, though she knew that Prim knew that, and suspected the dragon was simply grouching.

And Alice wasn’t sorry for sending him out. Iggy had Ultimate Armor, but she didn’t know if that was enough to stand against an entire building coming down on his head.

Spark… Well, she wasn’t sure what her newest dragon had to protect him.

Alice pushed the debris and found planks that were light enough for her to move easily. Creating a hole, she wiggled out. Between the still driving wind and wild splatters of rain, she barely heard herself think, much less her dragons.

The moment she stood, she braced herself against the wind, which had not abated for a moment. The walls had fallen outward, not in, and now that they were gone, she had a view clear down to of the harbor. By the water, trees flailed around like horsewhips. A large one had already splintered and fallen a few blocks down.

But most of her attention was up above where she saw Iggy and Spark fighting with another lightning monster that had taken the shape of a lamprey with arms. Iggy was in front of it, taking most of its attention, his armor able to withstand the sharp white claws.

Meanwhile, Spark came in on the other side and seemed to be able to use his natural lightning affinity to disrupt the monster. She saw the little blue dragon take a chunk off the monster’s back.

When the monster turned to rip at Spark, Iggy was there to capture its attention back with a burst of flame that must have been irritating. The lightning monster turned back to the red dragon.

It seemed that they had the monster in hand, but a second one had spawned from the lightning beast up above and was currently flying their way.

Prim shrieked a warning that sounded much like an eagle’s cry.

Between the wind and the chaos of the general fight, the other dragons didn’t hear.

Alice could only stare in horror as the second lightning spawn came on fast, swimming through the air as if it were water. It was headed right for Iggy, and she was certain, down in a deep dark way that spoke of her class, that if the two lightning monsters attacked at once, they could very well overrun his Ultimate Armor.

She had never felt so useless in her life.

But then, at the last second, a bubble of what looked like solidified rain encased the oncoming lightning beast. It stopped in place, shrieking crackled cries and thrashing lightning claws against the sides of the bubble. Electricity flowed easily through the water, but the white arcs went no further than the boundaries of the bubble. There was nowhere for it to claw through.

What had just happened?

A motion in the corner of Alice’s eye drew her attention. She turned.

The Earl’s son, the same one who had caught her out of the General Laborer barracks, stood right behind her.

He was clad in a plate mail cuirass and black armored pants that looked like they were made of dark dragon scale. It was hideously expensive… and overall very hideous from her point of view.

His blond hair tousled in the wind as he boomed out, “Steady there, miss. My name is Oliver. I’m with the Protectorate Guild, and I’m here to save you!”

Then, before Alice could object, he grabbed her up in a bridal carry.

But only for a second, as Numi slithered up Alice’s arm and shoved her green head right into Oliver’s face, showing every one of her teeth that were capable of biting through metal.

Oliver yelped and dropped Alice. “What the — A dragon?” He backed up a few more steps, and a shield made of wind appeared between Alice and himself.

But there was no point to it, as Numi hadn’t attacked further.

Alice got to her feet, brushing off her skirts and feeling annoyed. The wind had slackened, though it was a very localized effect. She suspected Oliver had something to do with that, too.

She was fearful, shocked… But mostly, she was annoyed. Oliver was the very worst person to find out about her. And yet… How dare he just up and grab her like that?

“These are my dragons,” she said. “What do you think you’re doing?”

“Your dragons?” he said, looking from Numi up to Iggy and Spark, who had just taken down the last of their lightning spawn. That second one was still safely encased in Oliver’s bubble. “But… you’ve gotten them to fight against the lightning beasts?”

“I’m trying to help,” she said. Prim, who had clung onto her shoulder this entire time, hidden in her hair, peeked out and hissed at him. “If you want to help me, help them.” Alice pointed upward toward Iggy and Spark.

He squinted. “I saw them fighting the lightning beast, but I thought it was a familiar —“

Ignoring his stammering, she turned her attention back up to Iggy.

To her horror, three more lightning creatures had spawned off of the main beast and were heading downward. Not towards Iggy and Spark, but to a secondary building nearby—one of the few that was left unscathed.

The building, with its stone roofing, seemed to be built thickly and securely with thick stone walls, though the roof was unfortunately still wood shingle and was smoking, either from an errant lightning blast or one of the other embers from the burning buildings. But it was one of the few left standing.

“What is that?” Alice demanded.

Oliver followed her gaze and squinted again. Did he have trouble seeing?

“Looks like a storm shelter — most of the locals, low and mid-classers, will be there… Oh no,” he added, clearly seeing the three lightning beasts. “I can shield them, but not forever. My mana will run out soon. How’s yours?”

She had no mana. She had no powers at all, only dragons.

“Fine,” she said, clipped. “Do what you can, and my dragons will help.”

He nodded, one hand extended out to the building. “Hopefully, we won’t have to for not long. The main thrust of the fight is happening there.” He nodded toward the east, and Alice saw figures flying in, using various class skills and powers she had no idea even existed, much less how they worked.

But all were headed towards the main lightning beast. Even more powers were fired up from the midst of the city up toward the creature, too. It seemed that the noble and high-class fighters had finally begun the return attack.

Well, she had no business fighting alongside high classers, and certainly had no chance of defeating the main lightning beast, but she could at least help with the common folk.

Besides, helping low and mid-classers who couldn’t help themselves was deeply appealing.

“Iggy, Spark,” she yelled, pointing, “protect that building!”

Though there was no way that the dragon should have been able to hear her over the screaming wind, rain, and Oliver’s various shields, Alice was She of Many Dragons, and they were her aspects.

Both immediately turned from harassing the lightning beast in the bubble and swam through the air towards the direction of the building.

She turned to Oliver. “Do what you can and shield my dragons.”

“First time out in a real fight, and I’m partnering up with a dark classer,” he muttered to himself.

“I am not a dark classer,” she said, firmly, and to her surprise, her voice was subtly deeper than she meant it to be. More authoritative. She glanced down at her hands and saw that they were slimmer, too. More refined, like a real noble lady.

Prim stood rock steady on her shoulder, and she knew that her dragon was doing her best to subtly hide Alice’s look. A hank of hair flew in front of her face from the wind, and she saw that it had taken on more of a strawberry blonde color.

Meanwhile, Numi coiled around her ankles, looking fearsome… though the worst she could do was to spit coins at Oliver.

Perhaps I can pay him to go away, she thought, half-hysterically.

But to her surprise, Oliver didn’t continue with accusations of dark classery. Instead, he turned, his hand held out to the building, and bowed his head.

It looked like it took him a lot of effort, but it was worth it. A dome made of water appeared around the building. What was more, a secondary shield, the thinness and pure flexibility of which told Alice that this was made of air, popped around Iggy and Spark, much like a second skin.

Alice didn’t bother telling him about Iggy’s Ultimate Armor. She would take whatever protection she could give to her brave dragons. For right now, they faced down three lightning beasts.

Alice could only watch, her heart in her throat, as Iggy and Spark took on one each.

However, Oliver’s shielding seemed to do the trick. And because it was made of air and not water, it disrupted the worst of the lightning claws, just enough for her dragons to sink their teeth into their prey.

Spark had more luck with his fight, seeing that he faced a beast of the same element. But Iggy had made use of his fiery breath and sprayed fire at two dragons at once, effectively capturing their attention before they raked over the roof.

Her dragons were still outnumbered, and though they were maneuverable, Alice saw the lightning claws strike both of them more than once. Neither fell from the sky, or even cried out, but Alice felt the hits in her bones.

But there was still one free lightning creature. It turned toward Spark, right when the little dragon had its back to it.

“Iggy!” Alice yelled, trying to get his attention, but the red dragon had his claws full with his own creature and—

Suddenly, a bright light lit the sky, so bright that it was like a second sun. When it faded, the large mega-lightning creature in the sky was thrashing and shrieking a sound that was like dozens of rolls of thunder all at once.

Alice felt it in her breastbone, in the middle of her ears, in her bones.

When she looked back, blinking away afterimages, a second bright light was lit within it, like a rising sun. She winced and looked away. When she looked back, blinking away afterimages, the creature dissolved into glittery bits.

And so was the lightning spawn that Iggy and Spark were fighting.

It was… over?

“Yes!” Oliver yelled, pumping a fist into the air. He grinned at her, and Alice could only look back, feeling shaky.

“What happened?” she asked.

“Why, we won, of course. Good always triumphs over evil!”

“But…” She looked first to the lightning spawn which had dissolved to nothing, leaving her dragons looking confused to the rapidly disintegrating creature in the sky. It happened so fast.

“That’s it?”

“For now. We’ll see if they caught the villain responsible for this,” he said, sounding like he had just come from a Bard’s tale. She didn’t actually think that people spoke like that…

Then Oliver bowed. To her. “I do apologize for earlier, miss,” he said, rising. “This is my first true battle, and I saw a young woman standing practically in the eye of the storm. I thought… Well, clearly I was mistaken.”

“This is my first battle as well,” Alice said. “I just came into my class.”

“Yes, me as well.” He grinned, and she had to admit that despite everything, he did have a smile that lit up his face. “My parents bought me this Shield-bearer class. But… Forgive me, I need to ask. Dragons?” He looked at her. “That is quite unusual.”

Unusual was one way to put it. “It is a Taming class,” she said, making things up wildly. Even though a part of her recoiled at having to impugn on her friends who were sweet and loyal. They weren’t animals she’d tamed. But she knew the stories of dragons, and knew, as well, that someone like Oliver would never understand. “I obtain them and turn them to the good.”

There, that should appeal to his melodramatic heart.

Sure enough, Oliver’s face cleared immediately of doubt. It shocked Alice that he was so ready to believe her. There was none of that concern and disdain that he had shown her back when she had been a General Laborer. In fact, he acted like he didn’t recognize her at all.

He was a rather… open creature.

Just as she thought that, he said, “Have we met before? The spring ball, perhaps?”

But she was saved from answering by Iggy who had flown back.

Grabbing him in her arms, she was able to lavish her attention on him, as well as get a good look at his scales. To her concern, a couple of them were darkened as if they’d been burned. But Iggy didn’t wince or act like he was in pain.

“You did so well, dear,” she said. “I’m so proud of you. And what about Spark?”

“Spark performed excellently, and he fed much of his experience to me,” he rumbled.

Spark, however, had not come down for cuddles. He swam in the air over Alice’s head, keeping a little distance. He still had yet to speak.

Alice felt a sense of disconnection from this sub-aspect, and a feeling that she would never be as close to him as she was to her regular aspects.

Oliver looked on, openly intrigued.

Iggy cast an eye at Oliver and said, “Your shield failed on the other side of the building.”

“Oh! It talks to others more than it’s tamer!” Oliver exclaimed, delighted.

“Yes, I do. The roof is on fire. It’s not bad now, but if the moss on the roof catches aflame…”

“I can handle that,” Oliver said easily. “My elements are air and water,” he added, as if sharing aspects of his class was the most normal thing in the world.

He turned and jogged off.

Alice said, “Quickly, quickly now.” And, gathering up her dragons, she quickly led them away.

Turning the corner, she heard a jingling by her feet. Alice looked down to see Numi hopping along on three legs, her right forepaw holding a rather expensive-looking coin bag, and her muzzle half-stuffed in.

Alice had a bad feeling she knew where her dragon had gotten that coin bag.

“Who was that man?” Numi asked, looking up at Alice. “He must be someone of importance. He had many gold coins on him.”


Chapter Twenty-Five




“Where are we going?” Numi asked as she galloped beside Alice’s heels.

Alice didn’t answer her right away, or any other questions her dragons asked. She just focused on getting as far and as fast away as possible.

Unfortunately, that was a lot easier said than done, considering that the city was left in shambles after the attack.

Many of the buildings near the harbor had taken on the brunt of the wind. They’d either had their roofs entirely ripped off, windows shattered in, or had collapsed completely. Others were on fire, thanks to the lightning spawn.

Farther into the city, it looked like the wind had either abated or, more likely, they’d had more protection from the high-classers. More of the buildings stood tall, with only superficial damage. However, the streets were still littered with debris — fallen branches and trees that made the narrow lanes tricky, if not impassable. Carts full of goods had been overturned and abandoned in a hurry, and the poor animals that had been yoked to them were either hurt or soaked in sweat from fear.

A part of Alice that had worked in the kennels and the stables for years as a General Laborer wished that she could stop to help.

But she had to run. She had to get away from the man who had halfway discovered her secrets.

Hurrying along, she only had the presence of mind to tell her dragons to keep as concealed as possible. That was well within Prim and Numi’s abilities, but Iggy and Spark had no concealment skills. Worse, they both had flashy scales. They had to stay close to Alice, flying right behind her shoulders, to fall under Prim’s illusion skill.

People glanced at her as they passed in a hurry, but many were rightfully more concerned about how they were going to put their lives back together again. No one yelled about suddenly seeing a dragon.

Alice and her dragons had just made it around a thatch of prickly shrubs that had been somehow uprooted and thrown right in the middle of the street. She had just come around the other side when a woman stepped out of an alleyway ahead, striding confidently toward her.

She was clad in striking purple from head to foot. Her overcoat had a high neck that nearly reached her ears and was open in the front, revealing more skin than Alice would have felt comfortable showing herself. Especially after a storm. Her tall purple heels gave her additional height.

And she glared straight at Alice with unsettling purple eyes.

“You,” she said, lifting a hand that was tipped with purple, claw-like nails, “stay right there.”

Alice froze in shock. The tag above the woman’s head read, Sorceress.

She was a high-classer.

“Miss?” Alice asked.

“What are you? Apprentice merchant? Then what are those?” the woman demanded, and her unsettling gaze fixed on Prim, Iggy, and Spark.

She didn’t so much as glance at Numi, as the green dragon had scuttled off into the shadows. But the woman saw straight through Prim’s illusions.

Of course she can. She’s a high-class sorceress, Alice thought, with rising alarm. And poor dear Prim had only started to level her illusion skill.

She wanted to come up with a clever lie, but her tongue was numb with fear. “They’re with me,” Alice said. “They’re mine.”

“Yes, but that’s obvious, isn’t it? Don’t think about moving.” A purple light gathered in the woman’s palm. She thrust it upward, and a beam of light lit the sky—a signal to others.

But that signal died before it even hit the top of the next building. It was encased in a shield of air and immediately sputtered out.

“That’s quite enough of that, Samantha,” Oliver drawled, walking in from behind Alice. Had he followed her all along? “There’s no reason to call in a higher Protectorate Guild member. This girl is on the side of good and I witnessed her defending other citizens. She had her tamed beasts fighting against the lightning minions.”

“Those are dragons. Open your eyes, idiot,” Samantha snapped back at him. “She’s no doubt a dark-class sorcerer’s apprentice. That could have been her master up there!”

“Oh yes, she’s so dark that her dragons stopped thelightning spawn from setting fires up and down the harbor,” Oliver said. His voice had gone clipped and flat, very much the same way Alice remembered from him the first time they’d met, back on the Earl’s estate.

It was a sign of displeasure, and that was reinforced by the fact that Oliver and Samantha were glaring daggers at one another.

“I’m not a dark class,” Alice said, though her voice was so weak it was embarrassing. Prim shifted her weight and pressed the side of her head against Alice’s cheek in comfort.

“But then, those aren’t dragons? Where did you get them?” Samantha asked.

“Don’t answer that,” Oliver said to Alice, then looked at Samantha with high disapproval. “I know you have no grace, Samantha, but it’s rude to ask someone for their class secrets.”

“She needs to be taken in for questioning. I see no Guild badges on her, no allegiances or alliances,” Samantha said, but she didn’t so much as glance at Alice. All of her venom was directed straight at Oliver.

Taken in for questioning? Terrified, Alice blurted out, “My dragons are not like the others. They’re sweet. They wouldn’t hurt anything, well, except for those terrible lightning beasts. And I just started in my class. As you can see, I’m a type of apprentice merchant,” she invented wildly.

That got Samantha’s attention. “And your rank?”

Oliver bristled at the question, but Alice readily replied, “One.”

Samantha sneered. “You’re still a baby. Why are you out here fighting? Thought you would play hero?”

“No, I was caught out when the mercantile I worked in fell apart around my ears,” Alice lied, like her life depended on it. Which, she suspected, it did.

“A mercantile,” Samantha said the word as if it were a slur. Then her attention snapped back to Oliver. “Well, it seems you haven’t divorced yourself from your family’s bad habits, after all.”

She looked back at Alice with pure disdain. “Girly, you’re going to want to watch yourself around this family. The word is that they like to dip their wick in the other classes.”

Oliver turned red, and so did Alice.

“Samantha, that is quite enough,” Oliver said, strangled.

She laughed sharply. “Well, since you’re willing to vouch for her, I guess that does say something. Not much, but something. You will know that I will tell the rest of the others about this. And I expect you to make your oaths to the side of good, soon,” she said to Alice.

And with that, and another spiteful look at Oliver, she turned away. A purple light glowed under her feet, lifting her into the air.

The moment she was out of sight, Oliver turned to Alice. “I apologize, sincerely,” he said. “You did nothing to deserve that kind of treatment. And though your companions—your dragons—are a little... unusual...”

“It’s okay,” Alice said, wanting to get this painful conversation over with. “But you’ve been very kind, but I must leave. I have a family to check up on.”

He brightened. “I can help you get across the city if you need.”

“No,” she said. “I mean no offense, but I’m quite able to take care of myself. And considering the mercantile’s destruction... I think it’s best that I tell them alone.”

He nodded, but appeared troubled. “I know that you’re new to this, as am I, but Samantha was right about one thing. Considering the… uh, unusual nature of your tamed animals, it’s best if you did take your oaths with the Protectorate Guild or the Guild of Light—or any guild on the side of good.”

“Alice is already very good. She doesn’t need to promise oaths to anybody else,” Iggy rumbled.

“Oh, you’re quite an opinionated little creature,” Oliver observed. “It’s nice to see, but the only reason why Samantha dropped this is she could see she likely has insights into your levels, and at rank one... there’s no way you could have been involved with the dark classer who just attacked the city. But if you grow stronger, you might find yourself a scapegoat.”

“Yes, I can see that,” Alice said tightly. Now that Samantha was gone, some anger replaced the fear. How dare Samantha talk to her like that? She’d done nothing wrong! Her dragons were heroes!

Oliver frowned as if he could read her mind. “Samantha was completely out of order, but please do give her some grace. I’m sure you’ve heard the stories about sorceresses. She’s also had to defend herself and her honor and take her own oaths to prove she is also on the side of good. And since you have dragons...” He looked at her seriously. “It’s best you demonstrate which side you’re on sooner rather than later.”

Alice had never taken an oath before. As a General Laborer, there had never been any question of her honor—it came through whomever she worked for. And such high considerations were well above her station.

“I will strongly consider it,” she said.

He bowed to her quickly. “Until we meet again,” he said, flashing her a smile.

Then, a very thin shield appeared under his feet and lifted him into the air, much the same way that Samantha had with her purple light. He rose a dozen feet, then raised his hand back toward the way that they had come. “Sir, do you need help?” he asked someone out of sight before he floated down the street back in the way that they had come.

Alice quickly moved on, glancing over her shoulder after every corner. But there was no indication Oliver had continued to follow her.

“You don’t like the idea of oaths,” Prim said in her mind.

“I’ve only heard about them in stories,” Alice replied quietly. “You give your oath to show your good intentions to a guild or a cause... but they always ask something of you in return.”

And she wanted nothing to do with the noble classers. Judging by Samantha’s reaction to her, they wanted nothing to do with her, either. That suited Alice just fine.

“What do we do now?” Prim asked. “Find another hotel?”

Alice looked around the city that was just getting over the shock of the attack. This was the time when people would be focused on repairing their lives and perhaps not taking note of what else was going on around them.

Meanwhile, a high-classer sorceress had seen through Prim’s illusions as if they had been nothing at all, and her dragons were growing in size and number.

“We’re leaving the city,” she said. “Now.”


Chapter Twenty-Six




After a few moments, Alice changed her mind and took another side street that headed downward, back toward the harbor.

It wasn’t easy. The destruction was painfully stark everywhere she looked. Buildings had fallen into the street, and she had to back up another block before she continued on. And out on the harbor, when she got glimpses of it, she saw that several smaller boats and larger ships had suffered damage — some in the process of sinking and others still ablaze.

But despite the chaos, the city was coming back to life. The low and mid classers, in particular, emerged from their homes and began the long process of cleanup and rebuilding.

And as she once again got back towards the harbor, she saw that many fishermen had come out and assessed the damage. They were driven by their need to return to the sea and catch for their dinner. Alice passed by several who discussed the state of their ships and opportunities to work on others. With Alice walking past them, and Prim cloaking herself and Iggy and Spark in illusion magic, no one gave her a second look.

But that doesn’t mean we’re safe, she thought. Now I know some magical classers can see through Prim’s illusions.

Wanting to make sure all her dragons were with her, she slowed down until she caught a flash of green between fallen debris. Numi managed to keep up.

Finally, she reached the harbor itself and looked around.

Out on the sea, several larger ships were still out of commission, including one that was half-submerged and blocking other vessels from leaving.

However, the long pier that extended far out into the harbor was entirely intact, and it was bustling with activity. Large ferries with huge paddle wheels were docked, and people ran to and fro — some with clearly hastily packed belongings on their back or in their arms.

It seemed that Alice was not the only one who wanted to get out of the city. Maybe they were worried about another Dark classer attack, or maybe they had already been on their way out and the attack had simply interrupted them. Either way, Alice didn’t stand out for being there.

Each ferry seemed to have its own busker assigned to their gangways, and they were gleefully yelling out prices and destinations, as well as any extras that the ferry might have.

“All aboard to Southern’s Foot! Three hours there, three hours back, round trip!” one announced.

“Non-stop to Wilseyville! Complimentary dinner and overnight, too!”

“Several rooms are available!”

“Two coppers across the harbor. Avoid the streets!” another called out.

Every destination was completely unfamiliar to her. Alice had only vaguely looked at a map once or twice and wasn’t exactly sure how to read them. All she wanted was to get as far away as possible.

One ferry caught her attention. It gleamed with fake copper and gold gilt, and the people who lined up for it were dressed very fine.

The young busker at the front saw her looking and, with an eager glint in his eyes, said, “You heading to Cobblestone Creek?”

“How far is that from here?” Alice asked.

“Three days. And it’s the most luxurious ride you’ll ever have, or your coins will be returned! We have the best beer and food, much better than what’s over there,” the boy said, jerking his chin over at another ferry, which was much larger but seemed a little more rundown. It also had quite the line standing before it, waiting to embark.

“How much?” Alice asked.

“Only three gold,” he said.

That price was very dear. Alice didn’t let it show on her face, however, but just nodded and said, “I’ll think about it,” and moved on.

She thought she caught a bit of disappointment in the boy’s eyes, but he immediately rallied and barked at the next person.

She had no idea where Cobblestone Creek was, but three days away sounded very nice to her. Alice discreetly made her way to the side of the pier. And if she concentrated, she could hear Numi deftly scuttling underneath the planks.

Alice pretended to bend down and tie her shoe, and the little green dragon came up to her.

“I need five gold,” Alice said.

Numi spit them up at once from her spatial storage. It was nearly every gold piece she had.

Returning to the young salesman, Alice said, “How much for a private room?”

The salesman brightened. “Four gold, miss.”

“I have five gold. Give me your best suite,” she said.

[image: ]



Alice had never so much as placed a foot on a rowboat before, yet it turned out that she was not at all prone to seasickness. In fact, she rather enjoyed the rolling motion of the boat—something that increased as soon as the ship got out of the sheltered harbor.

The coins that she had put down had bought her an expensive suite. Although it was smaller than the luxurious hotel room, it had included a private, though tiny, bathroom. In fact, if she wished, she only needed to leave in order to join the guests in the grand dining hall for meal service.

The suite also came with a giant porthole that was larger than she was tall. During the rougher times, the tips of tall waves actually splashed up against the bottom of the porthole. Alice wasn’t afraid and could sit by it and watch the waves go by in the ever-changing sea for hours. In fact, that was what she did.

Prim was just as content to sit and watch the waves as she was. Unfortunately, though, her first dragon was often hungry. She had laid several eggs within the last few days, and her body needed to replenish itself.

Alice snuck as much food as she could from the meals into her pockets and brought it back to her friend. It reminded her a lot of her first days with Prim and how she had snuck into the estate kitchens.

And of course, she dared to put in an order to the kitchens for an additional midnight meal sent up. It cost a truly outrageous price, but with the coins that Numi had scraped together within the last few days, she had what she needed to provide her dragons with some additional comfort.

Iggy and Spark supplemented their diet by hunting for themselves. At first, they went after the rats Iggy insisted scuttled within the bowels of the ship.

Unfortunately, he had none of Prim’s concealment skills, or even Numi’s uncanny ability to squeeze into cracks, so he had to choose his time wisely and be careful. Spark wasn’t much better. The little bits of lightning element that had so served him during the fight with the dark classers beast now made him very visible. In fact, when Alice turned down the lamp at night, she always saw where the little sub-aspect was because he carried an unearthly glow about him, visible just under his scales.

She still had never heard Spark speak once. It seemed that whenever the little sub-aspect wanted anything, he would relay it silently through Iggy.

However, the two of them acted like brothers and often tumbled and played around the cabin, with much admonishment from both Alice and Prim to keep quiet. The last thing they needed was for a nosy neighbor from the next cabin reporting that Alice had hidden animals. So, while they hunted and burned off their energy, they had to be extraordinarily careful.

The night of the first day of their journey, Alice waited for night to fall. All was quiet, and the clock read past midnight. The passengers were asleep, especially the ones that decided to take care of their anxiety of the sea by drinking wine. The corridors were clear, and Alice risked a visit up to the top deck with her dragons.

It was a misty night, with the cold wind driving into her face, and she couldn’t see more than an arm’s length past the bow for all the fog.

Once free, however, Iggy and Spark, sprinted off into the night and were quickly lost in the gloom. Alice was worried about them for a few moments, for she couldn’t even see the glow of Spark’s scales. But if she concentrated, she could tell instinctively where they were, and she knew that her dragons could do the same for her. They would never be lost from one another.

The two dragons quickly discovered fishing. There was some kind of run on a night fish that apparently came up to the surface in the dark. The two returned with their catches in their claws—Iggy had two fish wiggling in each hand, and Spark had all of his limbs and even his tail wrapped around one fish that was just as big as him. The thing thrashed so hard that it knocked Spark this way and that in the air.

“Why don’t you just electrocute it?” Iggy asked.

Spark, of course, didn’t reply, but with a flash a moment later, the fish became still.

Then the two dragons deposited their catch in front of Alice’s feet. Not being a squeamish girl, and having done some work in the kitchens before as a General Laborer, she quickly grabbed the fish by the gills and looked them over. They were fat and healthy.

“I’ve never seen anything like this before,” she said, inspecting them closely. “They almost look like trout, but look at the silver in their scales.” She held one up, and it glinted in the dim deck lights. “Unfortunately, I don’t have any way of cooking them. I can’t exactly start a fire in the cabin. Or explain where I got them,” she said with a laugh.

“Why don’t you tell them you used those?” Prim pointed with her slim head toward the corner of the open deck. At this time of night, it was filled with empty patio furniture, tables, and chairs for guests to sit on and drink.

The deck itself was painted with lines for shuffleboard and other games. Alice had come up to the deck once or twice in order to breathe air outside of the stuffy cabin, but she had not participated in any of those games, being much too afraid that anything she said would give herself away.

All the other guests treated this voyage like a vacation, or perhaps a way to rest and relax before they worked their business at the next port. For Alice, this ship was a means of escape.

She pushed those thoughts aside and concentrated harder on where Prim was pointing. There in the gloom was an open-topped barrel, and sticking out of it were several fishing poles. The lines and hooks were laid out neatly nearby for any guests to try their hand at catching a fish.

Alice had never tried a fishing pole and tackle, but Prim was right—that made for a ready excuse.

“That will be perfect,” she said, and picking up the fish, she brought them down to the kitchen level.

The bakers and at least some of the cooks started early. They seemed startled that she had come down to their level at all, and even more so, that she had delivered fish to them with her own two hands.

“Miss, you should have rung for a servant. Any one of us would have happily brought the fish down for you—Wait a minute, are these Jolly Silvers?” The man’s voice went from horrified to amazed as he took one of the fish and held it to the light.

“Jolly Silvers?” she asked. “I don’t know. I’ve never seen anything like it, but they were eager to bite the hook.”

That sounded like something a fisherman would say, right?

“Aye,” the man said, distracted, then glanced around at the others. “Perhaps we should send some of our own to work the decks at night, if this is an example of what even a lady could catch.”

The Cook next to him slapped his arm, and looked at Alice meaningfully, and the man shut his mouth, horrified.

Alice nodded. “My father taught me to fish,” she said, hoping that would be a ready enough excuse.

“Of course, miss,” the man said. “I suppose you want them fried and sent up to your room?”

That was an oblique enough request for her to leave and let them work, and Alice was more than agreeable. “Yes, prepare them however you’re able,” she said, though she still felt a little guilty about interrupting their own work for her needs. At least her dragons would be well fed tonight.
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Afterward, she returned to her cabin to see Numi sprawled out on the bed, wings, arms, and talons in all directions, and looking utterly miserable.

Alice went to her side and stroked her poor green dragon. Out of all of them, Numi was the one who suffered from seasickness. If she were not already green, she most certainly would have turned so by now. As soon as the ship had left the harbor and the waves rolled under the bow, Numi coughed up coins.

Now her spatial storage was completely empty, as was her stomach, because she flat out refused to eat anything.

“Oh, Numi, dear,” Alice said as she pulled the dragon onto her lap. “You should have come up to the deck with us. The air would have been good for you, I think.”

“No,” the dragon groaned, “I think the rolling would be even worse up at the top, and I can’t stand the thought of it.” She closed her eyes.

Alice gestured to Prim toward the stack of coins that sat nearby on a table. Prim handed her a copper, and Alice tried to coax Numi into taking a bite. Eventually, Numi gave in, taking a reluctant nip of the coin as if it were a disgusting cookie. She refused a second try.

“At least some food is better than none,” Alice said, though she watched her carefully and hoped that she would be able to keep the partial coin down this time.

Soon enough, there came a knock at the door.

At this point, everybody was practiced in what to do. Iggy and Spark went over to Prim, who raised her wings as if to shield them. Alice scooped Numi up and deposited her with them, while Numi protested every movement along the way.

Alice shushed her, then glanced over her shoulder to make sure that Prim’s illusion was firmly on. Where had once been a squat dresser with an empty top now showed a vase of flowers to conceal the dragons.

Alice opened the cabin door, accepted the food, and provided a generous tip of two silvers. It was a bit more of a tip than what she had come to consider as usual, but considering it was the dead of night and the kitchen folk had stopped their work to attend to her, she thought it was justified. Telling the Attendant that she could set up her table herself, she closed the door and brought the fish bake in.

Despite the fact that she was tired enough for bed, the fish smelled divine. They had deboned the fish, breaded the filets, and fried them. Then they had placed them on a bed of potatoes, which was roasted in oil and salt, and added a nice spring salad on the side.

Alice had yet to get used to how much fresh greens were always available to the higher classers.

Prim’s illusion dropped immediately, and she, Iggy, and Spark flew over to hover around the plate even before Alice had managed to set it up on the table, though Spark held back the most.

Meanwhile, Numi groaned out her complaints over the smells.

Feeling bad for her, Alice first dished out all the portions equally to everybody, then took her poor limp dragon and brought her to the porthole window, opening it as much as the cabin would allow to let the fresh air in.

“I hate these waves,” Numi complained. “Why must the ocean be so wavey?”

Alice patted her. “It will all be over with the day after tomorrow,” she promised.

Numi, who had hung her head outside the window, pulled back and looked at her with squinted, bulbous eyes. “Do you promise?”

“I do,” Alice said, even though deep inside, she crossed her fingers, hoping that the ship would not be delayed.

It was almost staggering how much these dragons looked up to her.

Quickly, Alice went back to her late-night dinner before the other dragons ate her portion, too. The Jolly Silver filet was one of the finest meals she’d ever had.
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Thankfully, Alice did not have to renege on her promise. In fact, the ship made better time than they had anticipated and pulled into the port early on the third morning. The country outside the porthole was nothing like she had seen before. Sitting in her chair and taking in the view, Alice could not stop staring.

The country was unexpectedly rugged, with sheer cliffs and huge pine trees that seemed to all crowd against each other, thick as wheat. The harbor itself was small, with only a few dinghies here and there, bobbing in the water, and a few spare carts to carry people and supplies onward. There were practically no buildings whatsoever.

There didn’t seem to be much of a population, but there would be no suspicious nobles after her, no one who would even know her face, and most importantly, no rumors of her being a dragon tamer or a dark classer to follow her.

It was rugged and raw.

But for her purposes, it would be perfect.

“A new life,” she said to herself.


Chapter Twenty-Seven




The problems came, of course, with disembarking.

Already, the tiny harbor was abuzz with activity, filled with incoming and outgoing carts and people readying themselves for the arrival of all the guests — and the coins they’d surely bring in.

How was she going to get past all these people with her dragons?

At least Numi had started to recover as soon as the ship reached the calmer harbor waters. She had even joined Alice and looked out the window with interest.

Following her gaze, Alice again took in the thick carpet of evergreens that covered the sharp harbor cliffs. She got an idea.

“Prim,” Alice said, “Can you illusion yourself and the others into a flock of birds, then escort them all to those trees?”

Prim cocked her head in thought. “I can,” she said, “though we will have to fly quite close to one another. And if there is another Sorcerer or Wizard... my illusion may not hold up.” She hung her head, guiltily.

“You just have to level up, dear,” Alice said. “There’s nothing to be done about the magic classes until then.”

It was Iggy who objected. “But if I leave you, you’ll be without any defenders. I will not allow that.”

Turning, Alice gave her dragon a stern look. “It would be more dangerous for me if you were spotted. You’re much too big now to hide up the sleeve of my tunic.”

Iggy had grown in length and muscle, and she didn’t think he would be able to even fit across her shoulders comfortably.

Iggy looked like he wanted to object, but Alice continued, “I’ve lived as a General Laborer for years before you hatched, and I’ve taken care of myself all that time. Besides, we will only be separated until I leave the harbor. Then...” She trailed off, unsure what she was going to do because the town — if there was truly any town at all — was not visible beyond the harbor.

Boarding a ship to a distant port seemed like a very good idea to escape the city and, most importantly, the attention of the nobles. But now she was here, she found she was lost.

Take it one step at a time, she told herself.

Again, her gaze was drawn past the window and to the impossibly tall trees. There wasn’t an oak or an elm to be seen. All were some sort of pine with furry reddish bark and seemed to stretch to scrape the sky itself.

“I will join you under those trees,” she said, pointing.

Iggy grumbled for a moment, then said, “At least take Spark.”

Alice glanced at her newest dragon. He was so quiet — not even uttering a chirp or a grumble — that it was unfortunately easy to overlook him. While he had grown somewhat during the battle with the lightning beasts, his actual level had not changed. Alice suspected any experience he earned was fed straight to Iggy.

His body was still thin and whip-like. Blue, with bright scales that looked like lightning running up and down his sides and his back ridges.

But he was small enough to ride along in her sleeve, just the way Numi had.

And though Alice would’ve liked to pretend that she was tough, she could admit she would feel a lot better with at least one dragon along.

“Yes, take Spark,” Prim said, “And I will return to conceal you.”

Alice hadn’t agreed, but Iggy acted like she had. He turned to Spark. “You are to guard Alice with your life and deal maximum electrocution to anyone who threatens her.”

Spark bobbed his head up and down in a lizard-like way, then swam through the air to Alice.

Seeing this was not an argument she would win, Alice pulled down the cuff of her left sleeve, and Spark settled in. His scales were warm to the touch, and involuntarily lifted the hair on her arm as if the little dragon carried a constant electric charge. He flipped around past her elbow, then came back around again so the tip of his nose rested underneath her wrist.

He was like a hidden knife.

“That’s settled then.” She reached to the window and opened it as wide as it would allow. “Go to the trees and wait for me.”

Iggy, Numi, and Prim did as they were told. A moment later, a small flock of seagulls seemed to erupt into the air just outside. Unlike the real gulls, which wheeled and dived with excited calls about the harbor, this flock went immediately to the distant trees.

Alice watched them anxiously with crossed fingers, hoping that no strong magical classers would happen to look up at the wrong moment and see through Prim’s illusions.

There was no outcry from either the dock or the harbor beyond.

A knock came at her cabin door, and Alice nearly jumped out of her own skin.

“Yes? What is it?” she asked.

A voice from the other side of the door sounded apologetic. “Miss, are you ready to disembark?”

Disembark? Oh no, it was too soon. Yes, she had Spark, but what if her description had gone out and someone recognized her leaving the gangway?

What was she to do? Alice glanced anxiously back at the window and saw that the three false seagulls had made it to the stand of trees. Prim would come back soon.

Stop being silly, she told herself sternly, you are no longer a General Laborer. You are now someone of importance — or pretending to be. Either way, they will wait for you.

It was so, so easy to slip into old thought patterns. Turning back to the door, Alice squared her shoulders.

“I am nearly finished packing. Give me ten minutes.”

“Of course, miss,” came the immediate reply from the other side of the door. Alice found it interesting that the speaker had not tried to open it. Perhaps they feared intruding on her privacy. “Do you require assistance with your luggage?”

What luggage? she thought, looking down at the same clothing she had worn for days. Though, of course, she had washed them in the sink and dried them in the sea breeze from the window.

“No, I will take care of that myself,” she said and hoped they didn’t ask how or why. Perhaps they would think she had some kind of magic token or bought spells with her. Something that would allow her to shrink luggage or hide it away entirely.

“As you wish, miss. If you have any questions, please ask the steward’s desk at the end of the hall. Otherwise, we do require that all guests disembark before the chime of the noon hour.”

Noon? How lazy were these high-classers, anyway?

Alice thanked the man again and cast her attention back out the window. It was easy to pick out a single lone seagull winging its way straight toward the ship from land. The others cawed and turned at random, but this one was on a mission.

She worried Prim was not being careful to blend in enough. But then, as she watched, the seagull seemed to dim and become more difficult to see with every passing moment. Prim slowly blended the illusion of the seagull in with the surrounding sky to avoid catching anyone’s eye.

Clever Prim.

She held the window open to allow the soon invisible dragon to enter.
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Less than ten minutes after that, a stately woman with red hair who held barely any resemblance to Alice, made her way down the gangway.

The Porters at the end only asked if she needed assistance with any tagged luggage.

With Alice’s voice, the woman assured them no, and kept on walking past them with a stone face that betrayed neither fear nor nervousness.

No one called out to her or tried to stop her. She blended in easily with the rest of the disembarking crowd.

At the end of the pier, Alice was approached by several hopeful men who had Carter or Merchant tags. The Merchant gave her a surprised look as he read her tag as an Apprentice in his class, but still asked, “Do you need a lift to the city, miss? I have the finest cart with the smoothest ride there.”

“No, I will find my own way,” Alice said.

She continued until she came to the Vendor who had set up a booth and grilled meats. Though it was early, and she’d already had breakfast, the smell was divine.

“Miss, I have kebabs that come fresh off the grill.” The vendor pointed to a delicate dish that would be appropriate for a lady.

Alice gestured to the steaks sizzling to the side. “I will take four of those. Wrap them up, please.”

“Four—?” He blinked and then looked around as if trying to see if Alice had any bodyguards with her. Then he shrugged, likely realizing he didn’t want to insult his customer.

The cost for all four was one silver, which Alice thought was fairly cheap compared to some of the expensive meals in the city. She received them bundled in wax paper, and though they were hot, she quickly continued on her way.

Prim subtly changed her appearance so that instead of carrying the steaks, she appeared to carry a satchel bag. Though there was nothing she could do about the smell.

Alice slipped from the main dirt harbor road into the forest.

Alice had never been in a proper forest before and vacillated between worry and wonder about how the trees seemed to lean over her. The sounds of birds, the feel of springy grass that had never been trodden by shoes. Flowers of all colors peeked up here and there, all arching toward patches of sunlight that filtered down through shifting branches.

Once her dragons found her, any anxiety over the deep shadows fell away.

“Where do we go next?” Numi asked as she scuttled up and down the thick trunk of a tree. She was equally delighted by the forest—though her happiness came from the fact she was on solid land again.

“We need to head in the direction of the city,” Alice said. “I want to know what it’s about and get a room for the night.”

But first, she found a small clearing where the dew had dried from the soft grass. Then she and her dragons had a picnic from the steaks Alice had bought.

Iggy and Prim shared one, as did Alice and Spark. Numi was completely ravenous now her nausea had passed and took an entire steak for herself.

Alice ate ‘dragon style’ with her fingers, as she didn’t have any utensils or a knife. It served her well enough.

Once Prim finished, she fastidiously cleaned her claws and jaws on the grass before asking, “What will we do in the town?”

“I suppose I will need to find some gainful work,” Alice replied.

As one, the dragons perked up their heads and stared at her.

“Why?” Numi asked bluntly. “We have so many coins now—we haven’t even touched the ones I got from that pushy nobleman.”

Oliver, she meant. Alice wondered how long it had taken for him to discover his coin pouch was missing, and if he figured out it was her. She felt a little bad about that, but only a little.

“We can’t go through life stealing from people,” Alice told her.

“It’s not stealing when people drop coins on the ground,” Numi said. “Though I suppose if the town is supposed to be small, I’ll run out of streets to search.”

“Then when that happens, we will simply take the next ship to another town,” Iggy said. Spark nodded by his side.

Alice hesitated. “That seems like a very unsettled life.”

But deep inside, she was intrigued by the idea.

She had spent all her adult life in the noble estate, and her childhood had not been much different. To see the wide world, to be free to move among the towns and explore… it all sounded very romantic and unlike herself at all.

She shook her head. “Let’s see what this city offers, first.”

“Well, if we are to find our way there without the road, you will need a dedicated scout,” Iggy said with a sly look toward Prim. Clearly, he was thinking of another sub-aspect.

“No,” Numi said, “I will need an assistant soon because moving around is expensive.”

“The next dragon will be whatever Alice chooses,” Prim said.

Alice started to say she didn’t have an aspect token… but then she checked and realized that wasn’t true.

It wasn’t hard to guess where it had come from: Iggy and Spark had done a lot of work fighting the Lightning Beasts, and fishing on the ship. Prim had contributed, too, by using her illusions.

But could she afford another mouth to feed? She’d rather know the situation in the city first.

They had one steak leftover. Alice wrapped it up in the wax paper for when the dragons inevitably got hungry again in a few hours.

They continued with Iggy and Spark both acting like scouts to make sure the way was clear. Flying ahead, they were able to navigate the group using deer trails up a steep ridge. Alice found the hike most invigorating and thought she would always be able to enjoy the forest… as long as her dragons were with her.

Finally, they reached the crest of the ridge. On one side, back toward the way they’d come, lay the harbor with the sparkling blue expanse of the sea beyond. From there, the ferry looked smaller than a child’s toy. It was already pulling away back toward the city where they’d come.

Alice turned and looked in the other direction. Their new city was not far away at all, at the bottom of the ridge and nestled against the banks of a winding river. Dirt roads were cut through the forest to and from the town.

It was also smaller than she’d hoped—a humble cluster of buildings, many with trails of smoke coming out of the chimneys. The whole thing seemed to be no bigger than one of the neighborhoods of her old city.

Alice’s heart sank. How was she to find any meaningful work here? Perhaps her dragons had the right idea.

“Well,” she said, not wanting to let any of her doubt show. “Let’s see what this is about.”

With Iggy and Spark leading the way, they picked their way down the ridge.

They had to follow trails cut by wildlife, but as Alice was not in a hurry, they took their time.

She paused at one turn where the land leveled out.

“What is it?” Prim asked.

“Do you hear something strange?” Alice asked.

Prim was quiet for a moment. “The birds?”

“No.” Alice looked up and then around, frowning. “The trees.”

“What about the trees?” Numi asked. “They don’t seem that interesting to me. There aren’t any coins at all.”

“No, the trees are crying.” The words slipped out before she could realize how silly they sounded.

Prim and Numi stared at her, and even Spark, who’d brought up the rear, looked at her in disbelief.

Iggy, who flew ahead, turned when he realized everyone had stopped. “This way!”

“Let’s stop for a minute. There’s something over here.” With that, Alice turned down a secondary trail—one that led to a thicker stand of trees.

“Alice, I still don’t hear anything,” Prim said.

But Alice shook her head. There was something strange about these trees—something that called to her.

They came to a bunch of dead foliage about waist-high. Annoyed, Alice pushed through it. Beyond lay a bed of green grass… grass that moved, waved, and ripped. Finally, Alice had fully stepped free of the annoying shrubs.

Then, before her eyes, the grass stood up on end and seemed to take a shape of its own. Even the branches of the encircling trees bent down as if drawn by magic.

Suddenly, a dragon made of wood rippled into view right in front of them.


Chapter Twenty-Eight




For a startled second, Alice couldn’t figure out if it was a wooden contraption shaped like a dragon, or a living dragon that was made of wood.

Her eyes couldn’t tell — but her heart and her class absolutely and without question knew that this was a flesh and blood dragon that had taken on the aspects and appearance of wood.

Its body and scales were bark brown, and its back was either covered with a mat of grass or had specialized green scales that flowed just like a meadow on a windy day. Its head was craggy and pointed with harsh eyebrows. What looked like horns made of branches swept back from its head.

And it was large, so much larger than any of Alice’s dragons. The size of a draft horse at least, though obscured by the waving grass, it could have been larger.

It was strangely beautiful… at least until it parted its jaws and showed its teeth in threat.

It charged forward.

Iggy and Spark immediately rushed into Alice’s defense. As they did, the surrounding clearing became alive.

With shuddering creaks and snaps, the trees seemed to bow down to loom over them. The grass stood up straight, doubling in height, and suddenly there wasn’t much room to fly at all.

Spark was caught by the fingers of branches that wrapped around him.

His scales flashed as he sent electricity through the twigs, but it did not affect the wood.

Iggy, however, didn’t have the element of lightning. He had fire.

The branches reached for him, too, but couldn’t seem to grip onto his Ultimate Armor scales.

Iggy sent a blast of fire toward the wood dragon, which recoiled with a hiss. Then it struck out with a wide paw tipped by spindly claws, sparking as they hit Iggy’s side. Iggy was thrown briefly to the right and almost caught by waving tendrils of grass. He managed to wrench himself free at the last second.

The wood dragon was huge, and Iggy looked so small in comparison. Spark was even smaller, and Alice couldn’t stand to see her dragons hurt.

Meanwhile, Prim shrieked out loud in a high, fluted voice.

By the way the wood dragon’s head swung back and forth, looking but not seeing, Alice knew Prim had concealed them in an illusion. But with grass all around, the branches bowing and seeking, they would be found before long.

“Prim, cancel the illusion,” Alice said, and the dragon immediately obeyed, though Alice knew she was not happy about it.

Meanwhile, the wood dragon struck out at Iggy again, who dodged in the nick of time and sent another blast of fire breath at it. Some of the grass-like scales withered on its back. The wood dragon roared in agony.

Before Alice could think about what she was doing, she stepped in.

Immediately, the grass tried to wind its way around her ankles, but it was not strong enough to do more than slow her.

Alice stepped in between Iggy and the wood dragon.

“Stop,” Alice said.

“What are you doing?” Iggy cried. “I have this!”

“No, stop fighting.” Then she looked at the wood dragon, who had reared back in surprise. “There is no reason for this. We aren’t here to attack you.”

Falling back on four feet, the wood dragon opened its jaws and roared in defiance.

And Alice received a prompt from the system.

Do you wish to make this dragon an aspect of your class?

An aspect? But… didn’t Prim have to lay eggs for that to happen?

Her hesitation cost her.

The wood dragon struck out at her with its claws, like a bear slashing an enemy.

Iggy was faster. He darted forward and rammed the dragon’s wrist with his shoulder, knocking the giant paw up and sideways.

Claws flashed over Alice’s head so close she felt the wind, and bits of earth and roots rained down on her.

The system prompt shattered into a million pieces.

If Iggy hadn’t been so fast, if he hadn’t jumped in…

Alice knew she should turn and run. Iggy would again throw himself between her and her attacker — to the death if he had to.

But she couldn’t leave him. And she couldn’t back down.

“Prim,” she said, not quite without knowing why. She moved on pure instinct. “Help me.”

Her first dragon had not left her shoulder, of course. She also knew what Alice wanted. Her tail tightened around the back of Alice’s neck in reassurance.

Again, and somehow through Prim, Alice received the prompt.

Do you wish to make this dragon an aspect of your class?

“Yes!”

The wood dragon suddenly reared back and roared again, shaking its head back and forth in denial.

Then Alice’s heart sank as she received another prompt.

Aspect 1 “Primordialis’s” level is not high enough. Attempt to tame this hatchling dragon has failed.

Oh no, she thought, wondering if she should perhaps run after all.

But the wood dragon seemed to have the same idea. With another roar that sounded more like a dog’s yelp, it turned tail and ran.

Alice had to duck as its tail swung over her head, threatening to take her out.

Furious, Iggy followed for a few paces, and only pulled up short when Alice commanded, “Let her go.”

As the wood dragon exited out the other side of the clearing, the foliage closed behind it in a thick wall of thorns. Alice knew that nothing would be able to follow any time soon.

The branches relaxed their hold and Spark was released. He, too, tried to follow.

“Don’t,” Alice said again. “Let her go.”

“Are you hurt?” Iggy growled, looking Alice up and down for damage.

“No, thanks to you.”

“You should not put yourself in such danger,” Prim said reproachfully.

But Alice shook her head, and on seeing Iggy’s still stormy expression, opened her arms. Immediately, her fierce dragon flew into them. He seemed to need some consolation.

“I would have never forgiven myself if you were hurt,” he rumbled.

Spark, for his part, still looked angry. He didn’t come in for cuddles, but swam through the air overhead, emitting blue-white sparks off his scales. Alice let him blow off steam — er — lightning.

As for Alice… she wasn’t sure how she felt. Shaken? Most certainly. Amazed she had not only run into such a creature but survived? Yes, that, too.

Also, she was afraid.

She had told Sorceress Samantha that she had tamed her dragons. The lie had come out quite naturally. But perhaps it had not been a lie at all. Subconsciously, did she know this may be a possibility?

Dark classers take dragons as their own… she thought, but then pushed it away forcefully.

Iggy looked up into her eyes. “We should go after it,” he insisted. “We must not allow such a danger to intrude on our territory.”

“We intruded on her territory,” Alice told him. “Prim, did you know that I could do that? That I could try to tame other dragons you didn’t lay?”

“I never thought about it,” Prim admitted, “But as you grow stronger, so do your powers.” She sighed and her head dropped. “I’m sorry, Alice. I wasn’t strong enough to help you make that dragon one of your aspects.”

“It wasn’t your fault,” Alice told her. “Or yours, Iggy. You saved my life back there. And Spark, that was simply a poor elemental match-up. Electricity won’t do anything against wood. Please calm down.” She raised her hand toward the little dragon, who still darted this way and that in the air.

He glanced at her and blew a little frustrated smoke out of his nose. Then he nodded once. While he didn’t say anything, he alighted to her upper arm to quickly rub his head against her neck. It felt like getting a minor static shock.

Now that the danger had passed, she was properly able to take in her surroundings.

This was an unusually circular clearing and there were boundaries of thick brush all around it.

“What does this look like to you?” Alice asked slowly.

“A forest?” Numi asked. “Trees?”

“A dragon’s lair?” Prim guessed.

“No, think bigger. Wait… think smaller,” Alice said. “I got a prompt which told me the dragon was a hatchling. I don’t see any eggshells around, but I think… I think this was a nest.”

And if that was the case, where were its parents?

Alice shivered. “We need to leave.”

She took a few steps and stopped.

There was a puddle on the ground, not far away from where the dragon rested when they’d come upon it. The puddle wasn’t near where her tail had been, and besides, it was a clear fluid. No, this had been roughly where the head had lain.

Alice remembered the strange feeling she’d gotten before: the feeling that the trees themselves were weeping.

Maybe not the trees, but the dragon?

Where were the parents, anyway?

Alice had no answers, and as they made their way out, she glanced back over her shoulder to the clearing, frowning to herself.

She wished she could do something for the young dragon, but right now, that was impossible.

First, she had to level and grow stronger.


Chapter Twenty-Nine




Alice’s thoughts remained troubled every time she thought back about the hatchling wood dragon, but there wasn’t much she could do for the thing.

Reluctantly, she and her friends headed to the town. The sun started to lower in the sky, and if she did not reach civilization soon, she would be forced to spend the night out in the woods.

That was not an appealing prospect, considering that there were wild dragons here.

I am She of Many Dragons, came the thought. What do I have to fear from them?

Well, if not dragons, perhaps wolves, then.

It took her another hour of trudging and hiking to find her way down the last woodland path and into the town.

Just as in the harbor, the streets were not paved. Wheels from carts had carved deep ruts into the ground, and she had to watch her step or else risk turning an ankle. Alice set Numi, Iggy, and Spark to explore — with many reminders to keep out of sight. Thankfully, it was evening, which meant there wasn’t direct sunlight to glimmer off Iggy and Spark’s scales.

Prim stayed on her shoulder, concealing herself with her skills as well as slightly altering Alice’s features to make her look more refined.

There wasn’t much to the town. The tallest building was the town hall, at three stories high. Most of the town had buildings built of timber that looked and smelled new. Some of it hadn’t even had the chance to get painted, and the raw wood was already cracking from the elements.

Alice made her way to a building with a sign over the door that said simply, “Inn.” The inside was clearly a restaurant that smelled of stale beer, and Alice felt eyes on her as she walked up to the front.

The innkeeper was a woman in her late thirties with dark ringlets of hair and a cynical expression on her face, as if she’d seen it all. Her eyebrows rose as she looked over at Alice. “Apprentice merchant, huh? It’s not often we see new faces around here.”

“I just came off the ferry,” Alice said, her hackles rising, “with other passengers. Those people were new.”

“Yeah, but they don’t stick around, do they? Those are mostly tradesmen. I hope you’re not looking for a room. We’ve been full for two weeks now.”

Alice’s stomach dropped. “Are there other inns in town?”

“Sorry, girly, this is the one and only so far.” She leaned on the counter, looking Alice up and down. “My name’s Matilda. Say, I don’t suppose you’re here for the trading post?”

“What?”

“Sim’s old trading post.” She waved a cleaning rag generally toward the east. “You must’ve seen it as you came in. It’s Sim’s old place, but he left for the capital some time ago. I hoped that he’d sent an apprentice back. It’s almost damned criminal to have a town without a trading post.”

“People are looking at you,” Prim whispered in Alice’s ear.

Alice started to turn around to see who, but then caught herself.

“You okay, dear?” Matilda asked. “You’re jumpier than a flea facing a bath.”

“Yes,” Alice said, and on a complete whim she added, “I just wasn’t aware that Sim was so well known around here.”

She didn’t know why she said it, other than it seemed to be a good excuse.

The innkeeper’s smile widened, and for the first time, the expression seemed to touch her eyes. “So, he did send you! I’m glad to hear it. I know the trading post has been in rough shape, but you’re young, and I’m sure you’re full of energy.”

“I… haven’t had a chance to look at it,” Alice said. What had she just gotten herself into? Then again, if this trading post was empty, it might be a safe place for her and her dragons to sleep tonight. “Can you tell me where it is? Give me a description?”

“Right on the edge of town, and the sign says “Sim’s Trading Post”. Real imaginative, I know. But you won’t miss it.” She made a show of looking around, then leaned in as if to impart a secret. “You didn’t hear this from me, but when you go to the Town Hall, ask for Cindy, not Bryce. She is more sympathetic to the needs of the town, and Bryce… well, he likes to dot his i’s and cross his t’s, if you know what I mean.” Then she winked at her.

Alice had no idea what the woman was talking about, but nodded. “I appreciate it.”

Then, remembering the tips that hotel attendants and ferry workers required, she grabbed a few coppers and slid them across the table.

Matilda took them with a flash of her hand. “Now, like I said, I don’t have a room for you, dear, but we do have the finest shepherd’s pies in town.”

“I’ll take two,” Alice said, and at Matilda’s startled look, she added, “It’s been a long day.”

And she had dragons to feed.
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The price was fair for two shepherd’s pies, and they even came in tins so Alice could take them with her.

She did so, walking down the street, noting the different shops — a couple of saloons, a barber, farrier, and a blacksmith, as well as a tailor, and a couple of shops that seemed to be set up for carts and stable masters.

But there wasn’t an overall general store, which she found to be quite odd. Matilda let it slip that Sim had been gone for over six months, and surely a mercantile or some other general store would have sprung up in that time.

Then again… a tailor couldn’t open a general store. Everybody was bound by their class, weren’t they?

But… Why couldn’t a tailor open a general store? Stores had clothing in them, right? Was there a system restriction that kept crafters from selling goods of another craft?

She thought for a moment, then shook her head. No, it was far more likely that a crafter would not gain experience by selling, say, a pastry. And a high-end crafter, or someone who was looking to advance in their field... A little experience lost for every sale would eventually translate into a lot of experience lost over the years. Besides, who would ever trust a pastry made by a tailor?

Yes, that must be the reason.

She was so consumed in her thoughts that she nearly walked past Sim’s trading post... Which was ridiculous because it was nearly the last one on the street and stood out starkly.

If Matilda hadn’t told her that Sim had only been gone six months, she wouldn’t have believed it. This had been one of the few buildings that had been painted, but now that paint was peeling away, the chips littering the wooden walkway right before it. The sign, too, looked like it had been once painted blue with the letters edged in enough yellow to make it look golden. Now it was sun-faded, and the sign itself hung cockeyed and looked to be in danger of falling. The windows and door were boarded up.

Alice and Prim exchanged a glance, and Alice went around the back.

Sure enough, there was a back door with a heavy padlock across it.

“Numi,” Alice called, not knowing exactly where her little dragon was, but confident that she would be close enough to hear.

With the sound of claws and tail skittering over rocks, Numi appeared and gave a happy cry of delight when she saw the lock. Alice bent and picked her up, and Numi immediately went to work, using the tip of her tail as well as one claw to fiddle around in the keyhole. A moment later, the lock opened.

“Aw, I didn’t get a skill level up from that one,” Numi pouted.

“They do require more experience the more you level,” Prim said. “And there are many doors and locks within this village. You may try those later.”

Alice cringed at the thought of burglarizing people’s houses, but if Numi didn’t take anything...

She’d worry about that later.

Pushing open the door, Alice paused as a wave of musty air rolled over her. It seemed that the roof leaked, and by the smell of things, several items in Sim’s store had been destroyed.

“Wait for Iggy. It may not be safe,” Prim advised.

Alice called softly for her defenders, and Iggy and Spark swooped down out of the air to join them quickly, as if they had waited for her.

They flew into the store ahead of Alice, did one sweep around to check for immediate dangers, and immediately came back.

“There’s no one inside,” Iggy said, “but I do smell several plump rats.”

Rodent activity meant nothing to a girl who had lived in the General Laborer barracks. She nodded, and with a quick look around to triple check and make sure that no one was watching, went in and shut the door behind her.

No light came from the boarded-up windows, and it took Alice a few moments for her eyes to adjust.

She found a mess inside.

She could imagine at one time this had been an organized store. There was shelving on all the walls. Several tables stood in the middle, probably to display wares. And there had been once a fine wooden counter at the back of the store with a till.

Well, that till was long gone, and many of the tables were upended with what was left of the merchandise scattered in torn or broken along the floor. The shelves were bare and musty, and she saw evidence of rats nests in several of the corners.

At a glance, she guessed that she was not the only one who had broken in. Others had rifled through the belongings and taken anything of value.

Reaching down, she picked up a shirt that was only large enough to fit a child. It was stiff with mildew.

“Alice, I found a loft up here,” Numi called from the above.

Following her voice, Alice’s searching hands found a ladder. Unlike the rest of the store, this at least was in good repair and held her weight without the least bit of cracking.

She climbed up and came to a flat, large space.

Prim hopped up off her shoulder and helped her search around. Soon, they found a lamp with oil still sloshing around on the bottom.

Iggy provided a bit of flame to get it lit, and Alice kept it closely shielded in case any light escaped and let someone know that there was somebody inside. She took a look around.

Like the store, this personal area was more of an apartment with separate living spaces. Those had been curtained off from one another — the curtains were now torn down, but the bedding was still there, though ripped and soiled by leaking water.

In the corner stood a fireplace, though she wasn’t sure if she trusted the chimney to be clear considering the state of the rest of the store. There was a hook that swung in and out that could handle a pot for soup. That pot was missing. Other random bits of belongings were scattered everywhere.

“Well,” Alice murmured to herself. “Times like this, I wish that I still had my old cleaning skill.”

“If you had that, you wouldn’t have us,” Prim remarked.

“I was just joking, dear,” she said. “Numi, do you sense anything of value around here?

“It’s all very scattered,” Numi said, “but I think there might be something.”

She put her nose down and sniffed along the floorboards like a dog. They were rather uneven, Alice realized, even more than the warping from the water would explain. It was as if somebody had come along and pried out slats of wood at random.

They were looking for something.

And suddenly, the disappearance of the shopkeeper and the fact all the belongings had been scattered took on a more ominous feeling.

“Here,” Numi said, pointing to a floorboard that had not been pried up. It was in the exact middle of the room and looked the same as the rest, which is why it had probably been overlooked.

Numi scrabbled her claws in and heaved.

The floorboard opened with the click. And inside was a metal strongbox.


Chapter Thirty




Alice started down at the metal box—she thought it was called a strongbox. Thoughts tumbled and crashed together in her mind. Too many to make sense of or put into order.

Numi had no such problem. With a happy cry, she dived for the box. But it was so heavy that she couldn’t manage to lift it out from under the floorboard. Iggy had to step in to help her.

“Alice, can I open it? Can I? Can I?” Numi all but begged.

Alice blinked and shook her head, but it was more to knock her out of her own daze than anything else. “Of course, I want to see what’s in there.”

Though, of course, she already suspected.

Numi immediately turned and stuck the point of her tail into the lock, fishing around. Soon, she frowned, turned, and did the same with one of her long claws. She had no more luck with that. “This is more difficult than I thought.”

It made sense because if Alice’s growing suspicions were right, Sim the Merchant would have more reason than most to keep the strongbox hidden.

“You didn’t have a problem opening the hotel room safes,” Prim pointed out. “Surely, this box could not be harder than that.”

“Oh, those were cheap. This little beauty was built to keep people out.” Numi caressed the top of the steel box as if it were a favorite pet. “It’s gonna take time for me to work out how to crack it.” She sounded cheery about it. As well she should, as unlocking this box would grant her a lot more experience.

Alice wasn’t going to hurry her dragon along. She knew her business.

Turning, her eyes fell again on the mess that had been left in the loft. She stepped to the side, finding one of the few clear spaces, and set the lamp down. Then she sorted through what had been left on the floor: bits of crockery, torn pages from books, and bits of clothing that had been torn into ribbons.

If people had broken into the store to take the goods, why had they bothered to cut or break everything they could get their hands on or pry up random floorboards?

The answer was easy: they were looking for something, weren’t exactly sure where it was kept, and were angry because they didn’t find it.

Her guess was they were looking for that strongbox.

Pushing those thoughts to the side for now, Alice continued sorting the trash into piles. She didn’t find anything that could be considered untouched, but some of the clothing might be salvageable for cleaning rags.

“What are you doing?” Iggy asked.

“Cleaning,” she answered. “I don’t have the skill for it anymore, but I do have two strong arms, and there’s work to be done.”

Visibly curious, the red and gold dragon padded over and copied Alice with many glances her way to make sure he was sorting things properly. He looked highly doubtful at the entire process, but it was more interesting than watching Numi work.

Alice had managed to clear up a good-sized square around the strongbox by the time Numi was successful.

There was a soft click, followed by Numi’s cry. “Got it! Oh wow, I just got two levels in lock picking. Whew.”

“Excellent work,” Alice said, and her little dragon preened.

Alice returned to sit down in front of the box. Numi might have taken care of the lock, but she hadn’t lifted the lid, leaving that privilege to Alice.

All the dragons gathered around close. Even Spark watched with silent eyes.

The lid was slightly ajar, and Alice lifted it on its hinge.

All of them took in the same surprised breath.

The strongbox had been separated into two sections. One was dedicated to coins. Three solid golden rows glittered up at them. The fourth row was filled mostly with gold but broken by five coins of steel blue.

The second half of the strongbox was filled with jewelry of all shapes and sizes. Gems of red, blue, green, and completely clear sparkled in the lamplight.

“Are those diamonds?” Alice asked, pointing to an encrusted bracelet.

Numi plucked one out with surprising delicacy. She brought the bracelet close to one eye, then, before Alice could stop her, bit down on the stone.

“Seems like it,” Numi said, “But I can’t tell how many carats it is. My Appraising’s too low.”

Alice sat back. She supposed she should be glad, even giddy with their windfall. Instead, she was horrified by the implications.

No one would just leave this amount of wealth behind.

Suddenly, it felt like this store—and this loft where the merchant had lived—was full of ghosts.

“Alice, what is it?”

Of course, Prim was the first to notice that Alice was upset. She put one forepaw on Alice’s knee and looked up at her in concern.

Alice bit her lower lip, but then decided to share her fears with her friends. “I’m not sure we should stay here tonight. Look around this place. Someone was searching—probably for this box. And if they knew what was inside, I don’t think they would stop searching any time soon.” Maybe they had come back several times... and maybe they were on their way here now.

“Yes, I will say this place has been thoroughly searched,” Prim said lightly, looking around. “But didn’t that lady at the inn say that Sim went back to the capitol? And he didn’t return?”

“Yes, six months ago.”

Iggy rumbled. “Then it is very likely a tragedy befell him in that city. Meanwhile, the people here knew he was a successful shopkeeper, and rich. Look around. This was a haphazard search, not a professional one.”

Something in Alice unclenched. She looked down at her fearsome dragon. “That is... a very good point.”

It was as if his logic had melted away a good portion of her fear. She looked around the store with new eyes. Compared to the general laborers’ barracks, this building was a palace.

And she very much did not want to go and sleep in the woods.

If Sim had been gone for so long, and his store had stayed empty...

A new thought broke through like the sun peeking out through the dark clouds that had been her anxiety. Now they were lifting, Alice saw more possibilities laid out in front of her.

“Why can’t I make this mine?” she wondered aloud.

Prim cocked her head. “The store?”

“Why not?” Alice said. “We do need a place to stay, and my visible class is Apprentice Merchant. It would fit.”

“But you are not really a merchant,” Prim reminded her.

“Who cares?” Numi had been busily going through the strongbox and sorting out the jewelry. At a glance, she had made three piles: costume, semi-precious, and precious. Not all of it was valuable, though it was all pretty. “As long as people believe Alice is an Apprentice Merchant, what does it matter?”

“Well, let’s take this one step at a time,” Alice said before the dragons started bristling at one another.

Standing, she took a good look around. She never really had anything that had been ‘hers’ before. And now with the money from the strongbox along with all the coins and jewels Numi had already found in the city... surely that would be enough to purchase the building, or rent it from the city, or whatever it was people did. Plus, it should be enough to buy some supplies for her to sell at a greater price.

Right?

“First thing’s first,” she said again, nodding to herself, “No one will want to set foot inside a store while it looks like this. Iggy, take Spark and go hunt out every rat and mouse in here. I want you to drive them out and put so much fear into them they’ll never come back.”

“Yes, Alice!” Iggy said, taking to the air, and practically dove over the railing to start doing his duty. Spark excitedly flew after him.

“Don’t set the place on fire!” Alice called. Then she turned to Numi. “Once it’s morning and we have enough light to see by, I need you to appraise anything of value downstairs. It looks like much of it is lost, but some of the merchandise might still be salvageable.”

Finally, she turned to her first dragon. “Prim, Numi is going to need an assistant.”

Numi let out a cry of happiness and did a little jig back and forth on her squat, turned out lizard-legs. “Great! I have so many ideas for what I need!”

“You do?” Alice asked. She had to admit she didn’t have any good ideas, herself, other than a basic assistant. She made a snap decision. “Well, then you should tell Prim what you need. I only have one aspect token, but if you all work hard, I should have another one soon.”

With that, Alice went back through sorting through the ruined goods upstairs. Numi scuttled over and spoke excitedly to Prim. Though she spoke too low for Alice to hear—Alice got the impression she was trying to keep certain things a surprise.

For a moment, Alice worried that Prim would be disdainful of Numi’s ideas. She generally held an air of superiority over the rest of the dragons. But to Alice’s relief, Prim nodded and seemed to take her duty seriously.

Soon, Prim retired to use the cut-up remains of the bed.

A few minutes later, she called Alice over.

The egg underneath her was as small as Spark’s had been. It was an odd tan, the exact coloration of a flour sack, or the heavy-duty work apron that general laborers tended to wear.

Curiously, Alice picked it up.

Do you wish to hatch out this sub-aspect?

“Yes,” Alice said.

The egg cracked and Alice got a feeling of déjà vu as the dragon that peeked out had Numi’s shape, but in miniature. She was the same dull flour sack tan, though with darker brown circles around her bugged-out green eyes that made it look like she was wearing spectacles.

“Hello,” Alice said softly.

The dragon blinked at her.

Not a talker, either, then.

Alice took a look at her sheet. The new dragon did not have elements to choose from, like Spark. Instead, she had several specialties.

Accounting

Retail Management

Repair

Customer Service

“Pick repair,” Numi said, practically doing a jig in excitement. “Ohhh, can I pick a name, too?”

“What do you have in mind?”

Numi practically beamed a dragon grin. “I’m going to name her Fixie!”


Chapter Thirty-One




Alice had a restless night.

This had nothing to do with sleeping in a new place, as she had gotten used to that over the last few weeks. It also had little to do with the fact she lay on ragged stuffing that had once been a bed. As lumpy as it was, its soft fabric was much better than the straw mat in the General Laborer barracks. The straw had likely been older than Alice, and had long ago broken down.

Her bad night’s sleep had everything to do with Fixie banging around and making noises downstairs. The little dragon was a maniac for work, heading down there the moment she could get away.

Finally, tired of her other dragons grumbling, and longing for rest of her own, Alice called her back up to the loft and told her to lay down for the night.

“There will be enough for you to do in the morning,” she assured her.

The little dragon looked at Numi with big, appealing eyes. Numi turned to Alice. “What if she promises to be quiet?”

“She certainly has not been quiet so far,” Prim grumped. “Do as Alice says.”

Finally, everybody laid back down.

But the newest of her dragons crept off again during the night while everybody was asleep… or pretending to be asleep, as Alice expected Numi had been.

The sound of things falling downstairs made Alice sit up in bed, practically flinging Prim off her and sending Iggy bristling, with fire gathering in his nostrils.

“What the—“ Alice looked around, catching Numi’s guilty expression. “Fixie again?”

“She really, really wants to fix things,” Numi said sheepishly.

Alice called Fixie back up to the loft again, and this time, gave her a thorough scolding. She felt awful at the way her tiny dragon slunk down, her belly scraping the ground, and her spectacled, bug eyes downcast.

Her scolding, however, was nothing compared to Prim’s when Fixie crept away and woke them up for the third time.

Prim flew down to the main level, plucked the little dragon up, and scolded her in her ear the entire way.

Alice groaned. “Why can’t I have been She of Many Quiet Dragons?”

Dawn came all too soon. When she trudged downstairs at the first light of dawn, she looked around the main level and blinked. The entire shop had been roughly organized.

All the shattered and destroyed belongings had been sorted into piles, separated by kind and, at first glance, whether they could be fixed or not. There were piles of clothing, knickknacks, odds and ends, metallic items, wooden items, paper, and other miscellaneous things. Fixie had been so thorough that large parts of the floor were clean, which certainly hadn’t been the case before.

Excitedly, Numi showed off her assistant’s work. “That’s the junk pile, those are the clothes, and I think those are the tools, yeah?” She confirmed with Fixie, who nodded absently.

The little dragon was perched on an upended table — how had she managed that? She was barely as big as Alice’s spread hand — and busily sewing a pair of slashed overalls.

Alice looked around, feeling a mix of guilt and amazement at the amount of work the little dragon had managed to do.

There was a squeak of fear and a burst of flame as Iggy and Sparks chased a fat rat across the room. Apparently, her fiercer dragons were on duty as well.

Alice and Prim exchanged a look. It was time for Alice to get to work as well.

“Was Fixie able to find any clean clothing about my size? And perhaps a purse?” Alice asked.

Numi eagerly went over to the clothing pile and searched for anything worthwhile.
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Back up in the loft, Alice found a hairbrush to reorder her hair. Then she wriggled into the new clothes. Finally, she filled the purse with coins from the strongbox.

With Prim on her shoulder casting an illusion to make her a little taller and more refined, Alice went to the City Hall.

She was far from the early riser. The single main street was busy with horse traffic and people walking to and fro. Unlike her last city, these were mostly tradesmen of different sorts, and Alice caught a couple of stares her way. She supposed that apprentice merchants weren’t often seen.

The City Hall was easy to find, as it was smack in the middle of the city with a grand sign that proclaimed: City Hall.

Entering, she saw several people sitting behind desks and immediately spotted the clerk Matilda had told her to avoid. He had to be the one who had a loud argument with a cartmaster.

“I don’t care what other townships allow,” Alice heard the man snap. “Your cart wheels are not positioned the regulated length on the axle. Do you want to destroy our roads before we have even gotten them properly cut in?”

Alice slipped by him, happy not to have attracted that man’s notice.

The other clerk was a woman, perhaps a few years older than Alice, who perked up when Alice asked if it would be possible to purchase Sim’s old store.

“Oh, to have a trading store here again…” The clerk sighed, then her face fell. “Yes, that building is currently for sale, and you have to pay that… But you should be aware that the lien on the property must be taken care of as well. The mining company owns that, of course.”

“Mining company?” Alice asked, to cover her confusion. What in the world was a lien? “What does a mining company have to do with the store?”

The woman tittered nervously, as if Alice had just asked a stupid question. “Well, they do own everything here, don’t they?” she said lightly, opening a large book. “So the total for the building and to pay out the lien will be, oh dear…” She looked at Alice. “Three blue steel.”

Alice had certainly enough for that, but she got the impression from the clerk that this was an extraordinary amount for the building. Perhaps even an unwise amount.

She hesitated, and in that hesitation, the mean clerk, who had finished his conversation, slipped in. “You want to reopen the trade store?” He looked Alice up and down with a barely disguised sneer. “Are you sure? Sim didn’t have much luck there, and you are only an apprentice merchant.”

Prim, hidden under an illusion on her shoulder, hissed her anger in Alice’s ear.

Alice’s spine stiffened. “And you are only a clerk,” she said sharply. “Are you telling me what I should know of my own class?”

The man’s face fell. “No… No, miss, just… higher ranked merchants than you have passed on the property, you see, and…”

Alice ignored him, and reaching into her purse, plunked down the three blue steel. “I have the money.”

She had to sign a few documents. Because her handwriting was terrible and unpracticed, she made it a scrawl and faked her last name to be Sim as well, inventing the story that the man had been her uncle.

The nicer clerk stamped it and returned copies back to Alice. “When will the store open?”

Alice felt a little lightheaded with what she had just done. “Give it a couple of days.”

With the contract in hand, which stated that the building was hers, she walked down the street back to the inn.

There, she received a second shock.

“You’re buying the store?” Matilda squealed upon seeing her and quickly guided Alice to a table.

“Yes… How did you know?”

“Well, news like this has wings, of course. I’m so happy we’re going to have a trading store again. When do you think you’ll be able to open it up?”

It just hit Alice all over again that she had no idea what she was doing. All she could do was shake her head. “I have… a lot to do before it opens. Can I order some of those meat pies?” she asked abruptly, and pointed to the next table over who were enjoying a heavy breakfast.

All she wanted to do at that moment was retreat back to the store—her store now—with her dragons.

[image: ]



Balancing four meat and gravy pies in her hands, Alice came through the back door to the store and stared.

Fixie was fast asleep, which wasn’t a surprise considering she hadn’t stopped since last night. The real shock was the size of the quilt she had somehow sewed, using scraps of clothing that were too damaged to be sold again. But under the dragon’s nimble claws, it looked comfy and beautiful. A design of colors that was a work of art.

“Alice!” Numi scuttled up to her. “Fixie made this for you. She felt bad for keeping you up all night, but she must fix things, you see?”

“I… do. Poor thing, and she hasn’t eaten at all,” Alice remembered. “Not from the moment she hatched.”

“Oh, just give her a coin. She’ll be fine,” Numi said.

Putting the pies to the side, Alice reached into her purse and pulled out a silver coin. She placed it right underneath Fixie’s nose. The little dragon blinked awake and immediately snatched it, gobbling it down.

It seemed that the dragon was coin-powered, much like Numi was.

The outline coin was visible as it went down Fixie’s throat. But then immediately she popped back up and scuttled away to some sets of wooden tools that had been snapped into bits. How she planned to fix those, Alice had no idea.

Well, Alice had plenty of coins. Perhaps she would be able to get the store up and running within a few days after all.


Chapter Thirty-Two




Alice quickly learned that in order to truly communicate with one of her sub-aspects, like Fixie, it was best to go through one of the main dragons. She could, of course, bark out basic instructions to Spark—but anything more complicated needed to be filtered through Iggy.

Now she ran into the same problem with Fixie.

The little dragon was a repairing menace and would spend every moment she was awake at work to the point where she had collapsed out of sheer exhaustion. Firstly, this wasn’t good for her. Second, if she fell asleep during the day, she would inevitably be awake and itching to repair things for the remainder of the night, which kept the rest of them awake.

Alice tried to explain this to Fixie alone and with Numi as backup. Her admonishments would last about an hour, tops. The little dragon had a fever, and the only solution was to fix it.

Furthermore, while Fixie was a wonder and had repaired or repurposed many of the items in the store… she was still one little dragon and could not possibly do everything alone.

“She’s too small and weak to repair the furniture,” Numi told Alice with a distinct gleam in her eye. “I think in order to bring everything up to an acceptable standard, we’re going to need more like her.”

The other dragons groaned and even Alice felt her stomach drop at the thought of even more Fixie’s running around.

She shot a guilty glance the dragon’s way only to find her busily sewing up a cushion that looked like it had been ripped up by a long knife. She was manically sewing with one pair of clawed feet on the upper part of the cushion, while her hind feet worked on a different, sturdier, stitch along the cushion’s edge.

It was rather impressive.

Despite all her hard work, Fixie still had a daunting task ahead of her. It wasn’t fair to place all this on her tiny, newly hatched shoulders. This morning, Alice had tried to help Fixie with the cushions and had dutifully collected up all the stuffing she found scattered through the store.

The moment Fixie saw her, she made an angry, chittering sound and snatched up the stuffing out of Alice’s hands. She couldn’t communicate using words, but the message was clear: this was her duty and Alice had better leave her to it.

Alice repressed a shudder at the thought of more than one Fixie running around.

“Or maybe if she got some magical skills, she could be more efficient?” Numi added, looking at Alice hopefully.

At this, Alice could only shake her head. “I’ll do that the moment I know how to influence the System to give you all magical skills.”

“Oh, please,” Iggy said from where he was draped over a recently repaired chair. Fixie had done such a good job that the patchwork in the leather looked artful. “If anyone should get more sub-aspects, it is I.”

Nearby, Spark gave him a dirty look while a bit of lightning zipped off his nose.

Iggy hastily amended, “Not that Spark is not very brave, and endlessly helpful. But your safety, of course, is a priority.”

Prim opened her mouth, and before she spoke, Alice knew where this was going to go. She would put in her own bid for a sub-aspect, and soon all three of her main dragons would try to speak over each other.

Though Alice made a point not to get involved in these conversations, she secretly sided with Prim. Her first dragon had made several reasoned arguments as to why she would soon need an assistant… if only to keep an eye on everyone else.

After seeing the havoc Fixie could cause when she didn’t let anyone else sleep at night, Alice was inclined to believe her.

Alice quickly slashed her hand as if to cut the brewing argument before it started. “I have no aspect tokens left, which means no more assistants for anyone,” she said firmly. “If you want more dragons to boss around in the future, then you will need to gain more levels.”

“Spark and I have almost run all the rats out of the store,” Iggy said, puffing up proudly. “And most of the mice, too.”

Alice had spent a good deal of her adult life in the General Laborer barracks, so she was not worried about a little rodent activity. Still... “Please focus on the mice. At the very least, we don’t need any of them chewing through our supplies and undoing all of Fixie’s good work.”

Fixie, who had just snapped a piece of thread with her teeth to tie off a knot, looked up and hissed in agreement.

“It is not fair,” Prim said. “All of Fixie’s experience goes through Numi. Then she gets even more experience by reappraising what Fixie has just made for her.”

Alice considered that to be more smart than unfair—leave it to Numi to find the loophole in any situation. “And you get residual experience for helping to lead all the dragons, don’t you?”

“Well, of course,” Prim said without any self-awareness or hypocrisy.

They had figured out that last bit when Prim had recently received another level out of nowhere. It was useful to know and fit in nicely with Prim’s Mother of All skill.

Once again, Alice wished there was a scroll or guidebook to her class. That way, she didn’t have to guess so many things or figure them out on her own. What if, one day, she was wrong?

She was spared from this new anxiety when a knock came at the shop door.

Immediately, nearly all the dragons fled to the darker corners of the room. One of the first things Alice had done after purchasing the building was to set up a few hidey-holes for them—tucked in places which used existing gouges in the walls, or piles of broken supplies that Fixie had not yet whittled down.

Within a moment, all but Prim was out of sight—even Fixie, though Numi had to grab and drag her (along with the nearly repaired cushion), to their nearest hiding spot.

The only exception was Prim, who fluttered to Alice’s shoulder. Though instantly, her dragon became all but impossible to spot with her illusion skills.

The illusion settled over Alice, too, feeling like a fine net. To help it along, Alice straightened to what she hoped was a more noble bearing. Prim helped her along with that in several dozen tiny ways, including making her a little taller, a little regal and more mature. Someone that people could trust.

Striding to the door, Alice flipped the several locks she had put into place and opened it. She was unsurprised when she saw a dowdy-looking villager woman standing on the other side.

The moment the door was open, the woman grained her head to peer past Alice and into the store beyond. Alice shifted to block her view.

“How may I help you?”

“Oh, so it is true about someone new coming into town to open a trading post!” The woman gave her what she clearly hoped was a winning smile. “I wondered when I could soon put in an order.”

Alice opened her mouth to reply, but before she could, the woman barreled on. “I’ve been hoping for a new bolt of cloth, you see. All I have are greens, and my husband does like blue. It brings out his eyes…”

She prattled on for another few moments while Alice listened with a fake look of attention.

There had been knocks at the door—and requests like this—every hour of daylight. Sometimes, several times an hour. From what she now understood, whatever supplies people could not make or barter for in town, they had to order from the incoming and outgoing ships.

Not only did that take sometimes upward of months for specific requests to be filled, but it was also prohibitively expensive.

With the amount of traffic Alice had received over the last couple of days, it was a wonder that Sim had abandoned the trading post at all.

Then again… with the state of it, Alice wasn’t sure that had been voluntary.

The woman finally winded down her speech. Alice took the breath of space to say, “We will be open for limited sales tomorrow, one hour after sunrise. Please come by then.”

“Oh, but I hoped to get the first order…”

Alice smiled in apology. “Unfortunately, I can’t let anyone jump in line. That would be bad business. I hope you understand, don’t you?”

The woman did not and wheedled for a few minutes before she got the message that Alice would remain firm.

Finally, she turned away and Alice was able to shut the door. She fully expected another knock within a few minutes.

“You did very well,” Prim whispered in her ear.

Alice let out a long breath, leaning her back against the door. Telling a mid-classer ‘no’ was stressful, and she was amazed at her own courage. The woman had a ‘Trader’ tag, and only a few weeks ago, Alice wouldn’t have been fit to look her in the eye, much less hold a conversation with her.

She had come so far in such a short period of time. If Alice wasn’t careful, she may allow herself to get a big head over this.

Snorting to herself, she collected her wits and looked around the store with new eyes. Fixie had been an absolute wonder, but she focused mostly on linens such as shirts, curtains, and sturdy work-clothing that was so popular with the folk here.

She did occasionally veer into the wooden objects. The issue there, as Numi had told her was, “Some of those things need tools to be fixed.”

“We have tools,” Alice told her.

“Human sized tools. Not Fixie-sized.”

The little dragon was now the length of Alice’s arm. She could barely lift a hammer meant for an adult man.

As usual, Prim picked up on Alice’s anxiety and leaned over to rub her cheek against Alice’s own. “What do you need?”

“Nothing you can do,” Alice said with a sigh.

Prim cocked her head, confused. Alice knew that her dragon’s opinion was she could do anything.

“I need more help,” Alice clarified. “Human help, not dragon help.”

“I cannot hatch out a human,” Prim said regretfully.

Smiling, Alice reached up to pat her dragon. “I don’t expect you to. But I need to find some tradesman to help clean up and repair what Fixie can’t do.”

Her gaze landed on one of the many gouges in the wall. A few were large enough to provide emergency hiding places for her dragon. It seemed that whoever had ransacked this place had been looking for hidden spaces—presumably the strong box that Alice had eventually found. Also, they had broken every spare piece of furniture on the lower level along the way.

Most of it was only good for kindling, though with Fixie’s help, they had been able to replace a leg on a long table to get it standing again. That was now the only space able to hold the finished goods.

Alice shook her head. “If this is to be a proper store, I will need some general help, eventually. But…”

“You’re afraid someone will find out about us,” Prim said.

Alice nodded. Her gaze again fell to the table. Walking over, she lifted one end with a quick jerk. She was able to do it—barely. It would be easier to lift without supplies piled up on it.

And it would be terribly awkward to take the long table outside all by herself, as she would have to walk it out by inches and be careful of the repaired leg. But it was possible.

“I have an idea,” she said.
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The next morning, Alice was up before dawn, which was a good thing because no one was on the streets to see her struggle with placing that long table right outside her store.

If she had still been a General Laborer, strength would have been one of her skills. Now she had only her dragons.

They wanted to help her, of course, but she told them to stay back. The last thing she wanted was for someone to see them.

Once the table was outside, she set out a nice cloth to cover the scratched top. Then she went back inside and put on a coat that Fixie had made just for her. It had a particularly high, fuzzy collar that was a little ridiculous and overdone for a small village such as this. But the curl of the collar gave space for Numi to tuck in and remain hidden.

With all the experience she received from Fixie, Numi had grown progressively longer. However, the shape of her body remained quite lizard-like, meant for sneaking and scuttling. She was able to flatten herself out well.

Fixie had sewn a little hole in the top of the collar so Numi could arch her neck with only her nose peeking out—still hidden in the fuzz—and whisper in Alice’s ear.

That was good because she would need Numi close today.

And of course, Prim would be on her shoulder at all times, hidden in camouflage and giving Alice the extra illusion she needed.

This was a risk, as it had been proven that her dragons could be seen by a high-level mage. But Alice hadn’t seen any instance of someone like that in this village. There were only tradespeople in the low to mid-levels. Most of the higher leveled had the funds to make it in the bigger city.

And being people who worked for a living, they were also up soon after sunrise. Seeing Alice putting out supplies on the table garnered quite a bit of attention.

Alice put on her most winning smile and answered questions the best she could.

“No, I’m afraid the store isn’t quite ready to open yet. But I thought I would offer a bit of a… fire sale to clean out the place.”

At this, she noticed a few guilty looks. It seemed that the knowledge that the place had been completely ransacked was no big secret. Perhaps some of these villagers had helped.

That didn’t stop them from seeing what Alice had for sale.

Along with the linen products, Fixie had managed to repair a few finer goods that didn’t need specialized tools—pretty baubles to go on shelves and decorate a home.

These garnered some attention, but the moment people saw the price—accurate as far as Numi could assess—they winced. Coins were not easily found in a place like this. Something which Alice was sympathetic to.

“I do take trades,” Alice offered. “I’m particularly in need of tools. In fact, I have a client who is trying to get his child prepped for a crafting class, so any small tools would be best.”

This was a winning offer. She received small wooden mallets, fine nails, scissors meant to clip threads, and other smaller tools that were meant for either a fine-boned lady or a child who was getting used to a trade.

Numi regretfully whispered in her ear that the trade wasn’t entirely in Alice’s favor, but as the tools were just the right size for Fixie, and she had no use for the baubles, she was satisfied.

The heavier clothing was popular, too. Alice received several bolts of whole cloth in return for finished workwear, shirts, and pants. That was a much better trade as it was possible to make more clothing from the bolts she received than what she sold.

And to her surprise, people automatically treated her with a bit of respect. On the few occasions anyone got snooty over prices, she was happy to imply they could take their business elsewhere.

As there was no other elsewhere, that easily shut people up.

At times like this, Alice thought she could have easily been a real Apprentice Merchant.

Back in the shop, even Iggy and Spark were doing their duty, too. She had set them to guard duty to make sure no one took advantage of Alice’s distraction outside to break into the building and snoop around.

Things were going very well, and she was doing brisk business.

Which was, of course, the moment when the village’s alarms sounded.


Chapter Thirty-Three




At first, Alice barely registered the alarms. The high wind that always came off the harbor slowed down among the trees of the forest before it hit the village itself. It sounded like sharp whistles.

She only truly took note when her customers stopped one by one and looked around with anxious expressions. Then she caught the bare hint of a whistle.

“What is that?” she asked. “One of the ships out to port?”

She had just finished her business with the woman who wanted the blue bolt of cloth. Alice had no way to order it, of course, but one of the other customers had dropped off something very close to what the woman wanted. Alice would have traded it to her for a much lesser price had Numi not poked her nose out and told her that the purple color was more expensive for some reason.

That had saved Alice a blunder that would have cost several silver coins. But now the bolt of cloth was forgotten in the woman’s arms as she stared at Alice. Then, her eyes widened. “Oh, you’re new here. You don’t know, Matilda.” She turned and called.

Meanwhile, more customers melted away, and more than a few of them looked back over their shoulders towards the direction of the port.

At her name, Alice saw the Innkeeper walk up. Her face was pinched, and she took in the situation at a glance. “She doesn’t know,” the woman repeated to Matilda.

“Know what?” Alice said.

Ignoring her, Matilda said, “Then don’t just stand there, help her gather up her supplies and put them back into the shop. We don’t have long. Hurry now,” she said, and grabbed the collar of a ten-year-old boy who scampered by. “Freddy, help her.”

“Know what?” Alice asked again, growing annoyed. She stood but was afraid to move quickly, lest she upset Prim’s balance, or somehow shift her overcoat, and reveal Numi.

“The mining company’s passing through.” Matilda looked around as if to get more help, but the other customers had all but melted away. Within a few moments, the streets had all but emptied. Even little Freddy had thrown a few of Alice’s shirts into the store and scampered away.

“Hurry,” Matilda said, “we must get these things in quickly.”

And without further ado, she grabbed an armful of linens.

Alice had more questions burning at the tip of her tongue, but she recognized that something about this was dangerous. She quickly gathered up things as well, mostly the baubles, which she didn’t particularly care for, but those were the most valuable.

“The alarms are getting louder. We need to go faster,” Matilda urged.

“What about the table?” the woman with the bolt of cloth asked.

Matilda shook her head. “No, there’s no time. Let’s just put it up against the outer wall here and hope that they don’t do anything about it. Though I’m afraid it may be destroyed.”

That caught Alice’s attention as she returned and gathered up another armful, this time of sturdy clothing meant for children. The table looked bare now, with only a few items left. “Why would they destroy it?”

“Hurry,” someone from down the street yelled, “they’re coming!”

“Damn!” without further ado, Matilda grabbed up one end of the tablecloth.

Seeing what she was up to, Alice helped, and they swept the rest up into an untidy pile and together, bringing the entire bundle inside.

“I need to go, my children,” the woman with the bolt of clothing said.

“Of course, Sandy, be safe,” Matilda said. “I’ll explain things to her.”

Alice started to go back to the table, but Matilda grabbed her shoulder, stopping her.

“Listen to me,” Matilda said. “The mining company is coming through.”

“I’ve heard that already,” Alice replied. “I don’t understand why it’s important.”

“They do this every few weeks, though... only the System knows it’s been more and more often.” She stooped and shook her head. “It doesn’t matter. Get into your store now and close every shutter. Then when you hear them, you turn away from the windows, shut your eyes, maybe even put your hands over your ears.”

Prim hissed lowly in Alice’s ear, and Alice could only stare at the woman.

“Excuse me?” Alice asked. It was the only thing she could think to say. She might have even suspected that Matilda was pulling a prank on her if not for the woman’s serious expression and the reaction from the rest of the villagers.

Matilda continued. “The mining town is very secretive about their own business, don’t you see? They’re going to pass through here, and you’re going to hear noises—people talking, and sometimes... other things. If they catch somebody out... whatever happens to them, it isn’t in your best interest to pay attention. I can see that you have cracks in the walls, and some of your shutters are askew. Do not peek through them,” she said with emphasis. “They have mages and sorcerers who will be able to tell if you do. Every once in a while, someone silly thinks that they can spy on the mining facility’s business. Don’t give them any excuse to trouble you.”

Her words made ice wash down Alice’s spine.

Matilda must have seen the look of fear on Alice’s face, because she nodded. “Good girl. You understand. I need to return to the inn. Quickly now, listen to what I’ve said and shut the door behind me. Go.” She all but pushed Alice forward.

Alice did as she was told, shutting the door and pressing her back against it.

In the distance, she heard people scrambling, running, all the while the whistling alarms grew louder.

The shrill noises were much like what horse traders blew to announce that there was a herd running down the street, and that everyone should get out of the way. Alice had seen it once, the morning after Numi hatched.

Only, this seemed to be a whistle that everybody should hide and keep to their own business.

“Alice?” Prim asked. “What do we do?”

Alice was torn. That part of her that had been a General Laborer wanted nothing to do with this so-called mining company, and knew that it was best to listen to and do what the higher classer told you to do.

But that part had grown dimmer ever since she had become She of Many Dragons. Now, she felt scared... but also insulted. Who were these people to tell her what to do and what not to look at?

Ah, but they had sorcerers... which meant that they had ways of seeing that normal people couldn’t.

She made a snap decision. “Everyone, you’re to fly out of this building, into the forest. Get away, as far away as you can from these people.”

“I will stay,” Prim said, but Alice hardened her heart.

“No, you will not. You’re at most risk. They have sorcerers with them, and the last one saw straight through your illusions.”

“But—“

“No buts,” Alice said sharply, and she strode away from the door to close the shutters. She didn’t know why she bothered trying. A lot were cock-eyed, or just ill-fitting due to not being maintained. Frustrated, she turned back to her dragons.

“I need you to lead the rest,” she told Prim. “Numi, you need to help Fixie fly. She’s still young.”

“She can ride on my back,” Numi said, and went to drag Fixie away from where she was patching a crocheted blanket.

Iggy bristled. “Are we to let this mining company bully us?”

“No,” Alice said firmly. She barely recognized her voice, it was so hard. “No, as soon as you get away, you’re to fly up. Way up, so up high that you look like birds from the ground. That should be good enough to not be noticed.” Hopefully, the sorcerer couldn’t fly, or at least not fly faster than her dragons. “Then you’re to peer down and tell me what these people are doing, and why they’re being so secretive about it.”

Abruptly, she felt the fierce approval of all of her dragons.

Alice walked to the back of the store and opened up the door. “Go now,” she told her dragons, and they obeyed her at once.

Iggy looked like he was smiling on his way out.


Chapter Thirty-Four




Iggy

At Alice’s command, Iggy flowed out of the store and into the open air behind.

Leaving Alice behind while she was that close to danger felt unnatural to his very being. If not for the fact Prim was giving him the evil eye, he would have turned on his tail and watched over Alice from a hidden position—one close enough where he could attack anyone who dared to threaten her.

Alice did not have to know about it. In fact, if she didn’t, she would be doubly protected because if Iggy was discovered, she could not be held accountable.

There were plenty of places to hide. Perhaps… if he swooped down the chimney? No one had started a fire today. And even if they did, he was certain the Ultimate Protection on his scales could handle it.

Or better yet… he should send Spark. The little sub-aspect could easily slink under floorboards without being noticed. There were many holes in the outside wall, too, made by tunneling rats.

Prim suddenly surged forward and knocked him upside his head with one of her wings.

“I see your expression,” she said, unexpectedly fierce. “You will not disobey Alice.”

If Prim were any kind of combat dragon at all, Iggy would turn and easily duel her in the air. Alas, she wasn’t. And the fact that she was the first of Alice’s dragons held him back.

He consoled himself by snaking around to puff a ring of smoke in her face. “It is my duty to protect Alice. Not yours.”

“I was Alice’s first protector,” she reminded him needlessly. “Also, we are leaving in order to protect Alice. Don’t you understand?”

Iggy shook his head and glanced over to Numi who flew beside them, sullen, but not entering into their argument. Iggy was mildly disappointed. Sometimes he and Numi made an effective team against Prim’s officiousness.

Prim went on. “Didn’t you hear that this mining company has sorcerer and magic classes with them?”

“Yes, that is why Alice is in danger!”

“No,” Prim snapped. “Think for a moment. They are looking for spies and surely hidden high classers, like Alice. Do you think I would leave Alice along for no reason? If you go back, they will surely see you.”

She pecked at his shoulder at the last word. It didn’t leave any blood, of course. His scales were much too tough for that.

But Prim’s words stung his pride as effectively as if she had injured him. The worst of it was that she was right.

Other than Spark’s assistance, Iggy had no defense against the magical classes. While his fire could burn, the scales could not protect against spells. He would have to remedy that.

Again, he glanced at Numi to see what she thought of the situation—she was extraordinarily clever and could usually spot a loophole if there were any.

But Numi only flew on with a grumpy expression. But that might be because Fixie clung to her back, whining, instead of flying like a normal dragon.

Well, that was Numi’s own fault. She had not required her sub-aspect to engage in any flying practice and had allowed her to become lazy.

Meanwhile, Iggy’s own Spark had a much easier time keeping up with the larger dragons. He flowed effortlessly around trees and through the holes in the canopy. Though, of course, as a sub-aspect he did not have the stamina they did.

Fixie’s definition of ‘flying’ was to flutter from one project to the next. Hardly dignified for a dragon. Iggy kept Spark in good trim.

Iggy had decided that silence was the better part of valor, but as always Prim could not help over-explaining herself.

“A Sorcerer or a Wizard class may be able to sense my camouflaged magic at short range as well. So, leaving Alice completely without suspicion is the best thing we can do to protect her.”

Iggy’s only consolation was that Prim sounded as if she had a bitter taste in her mouth. He felt the same way.

With a sigh, he said, “Then I suppose we should do our best to leave Alice without any suspicion over her head.” With a few undulations of his body and flaps of his wings, he swam through the air ahead of the others. “I will lead the way.”

They had to keep concealed, which meant fluttering through the branches of trees rather than a faster sprint through the open air. But once they were a decent distance away where Iggy judged human eyes would have trouble deciphering if they were an oddly shaped bird, Iggy left the trees and started climbing. Because he was in a foul mood with Prim, he made the ascent steep.

“I will extend my illusion around you all,” Prim panted. She didn’t often fly for long distances as she mostly rode on Alice’s shoulder. “We are far from the town, but I want to be mistaken for birds by anyone who may be in the forest.”

“I thought you said illusions would bring suspicion,” Iggy grunted.

Now Prim was the one who looked frustrated. “Oh… I suppose you’re right. Let’s climb as high as we can, then,” she added, as if it had been her idea all along. “Alice was wise when she told us to fly high. People hardly look up to the sky.”

To Iggy’s annoyance, she pumped her wings with renewed effort and nearly caught up with him.

Numi finally spoke, sounding a little out of breath as well. “We are magical creatures, though. Will a Sorcerer class be able to sense us?”

“Woe to them if they do,” Iggy said. “Most I’ve seen wear robes and robes catch on fire.”

Prim ignored him. “I don’t believe so. My illusions and magics grow weaker the further they are from my body. We must assume that it is the same for pure magic classes.”

“Well, what if they are much stronger than you?” Numi asked.

That seemed to annoy Prim because her answer was clipped. “Then I suppose we will have to fly very, very far up.”

“Fine by me,” Iggy said and led the way high into the sky, though not quite to the bottom of the clouds. They were much higher than he had dared to go before.

From here, they had a view of the entire river valley where the village rested, the mountainous ridge that separated it from the sea beyond. And, of course, the harbor.

Iggy directed his attention downward. If he could not protect Alice directly, at least he could spy for her.

It was not difficult. The mining company was highly visible as an oncoming caravan—the only ones on the road that led from the harbor to the town. They were currently approaching the edge of the valley from off the ridge.

Iggy squinted. His eyes were very good for long distances—he suspected all dragons’ eyes were compared to what Alice and the rest of the humans could normally observe.

He did not see anything particularly impressive about this mining company. There were five large horse-drawn open-air cart loads packed with people of all ages riding on them. Even more people in the mining company colors of orange and gray surrounded them. While the guards all had weapons such as swords and bows, there were no overt sources of elemental magic or sorcerers casting spells.

“I only see people. Low tiered ones, at that. Hardly interesting enough to warrant the guards to protect them.”

“Look at the trees on either side of the wagons,” Prim said. She had her head hanging down low, scanning below with narrowed eyes. “Something is moving there. It’s not an illusion, exactly, but it’s… odd.”

Iggy concentrated, and after a few moments, he noticed the same thing. There was a vague outline of… something moving through the trees.

It was alarmingly large—the size of two of the carts put together—and all logic and sense said that nothing that big should go unnoticed. Much less two of the things.

Yet the trees and vegetation all around bent without seeming to bend at all, the movements so natural and smooth, it was almost as if they had been gently blown by a gust of wind.

When Iggy unfocused his eyes, he was able to see the general shape of the thing.

He was a dragon of fire and did not feel ice roll down his spine. Instead, his scales felt hot, and he had to swallow back indignant smoke.

“Those are wood dragons,” he said with a growl. “Much bigger than the ruffian we encountered in the woods. And there are two of them! What are they doing? Stalking the people? Preparing to eat them?”

“No,” Prim replied. “They seem to be guarding them, although I don’t understand. There are only people in the carts, not goods. And they already have guards.”

Numi spoke up. “You blockheads. The people are the goods. These are new workers for the mine.”

“But,” Iggy protested, “none of them have the mining class. I see some General Laborers, yes, but many are inappropriate for a mine. Look, there at the end are three Seamstresses.”

“There are many children, too,” Prim said, sounding worried. “Most of those are too young for their first classes.”

Numi shrugged. “All the better from their point of view. They can be trained to their new classes in mining.”

“People receive classes from their parents,” Prim shot back. “As for the rest… Iggy is right. They are all low classes. What good would they do in a mine?”

Numi hesitated. “Perhaps there is a way to change their class to Miner?”

“I see the sorcerer,” Iggy said, interrupting them. “There, toward the front in the purple and red robes.”

The dragons went quiet and still as they spotted the figure. They led the way, and there was another, dressed in less elaborate robes, in the back.

Two sorcerers ahead and behind, and two all-but-invisible wood dragons to either side. Iggy hated to admit it, but Prim had a point that it seemed all the low-class people were being guarded.

Or perhaps, being kept from running away.

“As I thought,” Prim said. “They are merely looking down the road and to the town. Not one of them is paying any attention to what is going on over their heads. As for the rest…” She trailed off and let out a scathing hiss. “I know that one!”

Both Iggy and Numi turned to stare at her.

“One of the Sorcerers?” Iggy asked. “Is it that same one who saw through your illusions back in the city?”

“Not the Sorcerer!” Strangely, Prim seemed torn between smugness and outrage. “I know one of those low classers. There, that woman in the third cart, second to last row. The one with the double chains around her wrists.” She let out another hiss, but it was one of satisfaction. “She once stole from Alice.”

Instant fire leaked from between Iggy’s teeth. It took effort to shut his lips around it, not wanting the flash to attract attention above. “What? When was this?”

“A very long time ago,” Prim said. “Long before you were hatched.”

“Well good,” Numi said. “Because I appraise her as less than useless. She is only a General Laborer.”

Prim looked like she wanted to agree, but then sagged. “No, I’m afraid it is not good. She wronged our Alice, but I’m certain she will be very sad to hear about it, anyway.”

Iggy did not understand what she meant, but he had to admit that Prim held certain insights into Alice’s mind that he did not have.

He was about to speak, but then he noticed something that stopped him cold.

The caravan had finally trundled to the edge of the village. There was much less vegetation to hide the wood dragons, so they had become more visible—though wooden buildings still helped to obscure them.

Though now they were near a building made of bricks, Iggy saw that each was ridden by another person in sorcerer robes. The sorcerers held golden chains that stretched down like reins and went through nose rings at the end of each dragon’s snout.

The dragons did not seem to mind being ridden that way. In fact, they both had their heads close to the ground and seemed to be sniffing.

One on the right pulled ahead and came very, very close to Alice’s store.

Iggy trembled with rage and readied himself to dive.

But just as the dragon approached, the right-hand dragon suddenly lunged forward. Its claws bit into the wooden porch of a building on that side of the street. Instead of splinters flying, the wood warped and bent all on its own. The dragon reached in and pulled a man who had been hiding under it, out.

With a toss of its head, the dragon threw the man out into the street at the feet of the guards.

There must have been yelling, though Iggy was too far away to hear it. The man tried to leap to his feet and either fight or run, but the guards were mid-classers. They soon had him trussed up in chains and then tossed into one of the carts.

The leftmost dragon which had been sniffing at the store had turned its head to watch the show. The sorcerer on its back dug heels into its side. With a shrug of wings pinned by chains, the dragon continued onward down the road.

Iggy let his fire go and the mining company moved on, though now with one new asset for the mine.

Prim looked tired from more than just the unaccustomed strain of flying.

“We must tell Alice what we saw. Though the distrustful friend does not deserve it… I know Alice will not be happy to know she is now working for the mine.”


Chapter Thirty-Five




Alice regretted sending her dragons away almost from the moment they disappeared out the door. Never in her life had she felt so instantly alone. It took all her willpower not to call them back.

Perhaps she was fooling herself and had been more defenseless when she had been a simple General Laborer—though at the moment, it didn’t feel that way. More importantly, when she was a low class, she had been careful not to put herself in a position of danger.

She felt armorless and terribly exposed.

Despite her spiked anxiety, she forced herself to calm down. She grit her teeth, clenched her fists, and refused to allow herself to call the dragons back. The fact that she felt them growing further and further away did not help.

So, instead of wallowing and allowing her fears to overcome her, she busied herself by rechecking the shutters over the windows.

The once-distant whistles from the oncoming mining crew were quite loud now. She would have to hide soon.

“It’s good that I can feel them flying away,” she told herself aloud because there was no one around to listen. “They obeyed me. I had half-feared that they wouldn’t—especially Iggy. He takes his duty of protecting me so very, very seriously…”

Her dragons were so good to her, probably better than she deserved, and Alice was grateful for them.

The shutters were as closed as they could be. Moving onto the front door, she rechecked the locks. After that, there wasn’t much to do. So, Alice hunkered down into a dark corner between the stairway up to the second level and the still broken counters. She pulled her knees close in and rested her forehead against them, closing her eyes.

But she could not shut out the sounds. The whistling grew louder and louder, the creak of cart wheels, and the thudding of many feet. Soon, it sounded like there was an army outside her door.

Matilda had suggested that she shut her ears, too. Alice supposed she could put her hands over them and hum, but not knowing was even worse than knowing.

Suddenly, there was some kind of excitement: outraged yells, the crack of a splitting wooden beam, and someone babbling apologies. From what she picked up, a man had indeed been caught spying and begged for mercy.

“Put him in with the rest,” she heard.

Alice shivered, though she realized that now they were here, most of the visceral fear had faded.

Instead, she found herself amazed that the townspeople here took this interruption to their lives without fighting back. Not all of them were low classers who just had to put up with this sort of treatment. There were some mid-classer tradesfolk who could speak up.

Yet everyone had tucked tail and ran the moment that the mining company had come to town.

It spoke of the strength of the company in a way she did not like.

But above all the noises and the growing indignation, Alice became aware of a sensation tugging at her heart—a voiceless voice whispering in her ear. Though she was unable to understand what it was trying to tell her.

It all felt a little like when she had encountered the young wood dragon in the forest. And the moment Alice’s mind seized upon that, she knew without a doubt that there were dragons outside which were not her own.

The fear returned and once again, she nearly called Iggy back—she knew the moment she whispered any of her dragon’s names that they would hear her.

But she steeled her will and stayed firmly in place.

Someone rattled at the door, making her jump. Thankfully, the locks held. She heard murmurs on the other side, and it was all too easy to imagine that they were checking through the gaps in the shutters to make sure no one peeked back out at them.

Then, finally, she heard a ‘thwonk’ and the splinter of wood. Someone had taken an ax to the long table Alice had left outside.

It wasn’t good enough that they required total obedience. These people of the mining company were looking for a reason to harass and punch. They wanted to show their strength.

That was unsettling, but not all together a surprise. After all, Alice had lived her entire life under the shadows of nobles. They were certainly not above setting an example of someone.

Finally, the footsteps and noise and the sense of the dragons-not-her-own faded. The mining company had passed her store and moved on.

Still, Alice hid. She was determined not to make any undue noise until she heard other people again. Then she would know for certain that all was clear.

Everyone else must have had the same idea because it remained silent outside for a long time.

Only when she heard the sound of clopping hooves and the roll of cartwheels against soil did she know that at last, she was safe. No one had picked up signs of her dragons.

However, there was no conversation outside. Everyone seemed subdued and Alice certainly wasn’t in the mood to go out and have a chat… and see what was left of her table.

She felt, too, that her dragons were returning.

Muscles that had been stiff with tension unknotted. Alice finally uncurled from her hiding place and went to the back door. Opening it, she looked around anxiously to see if anyone had hidden behind one of the buildings and, therefore, would be in a position to see her dragons. All was clear.

Soon, her dragons swept in quick streaks of color.

Alice stifled a little glad sound, and a moment later, Prim, Iggy, and Numi were clinging to her, all speaking at once. Spark flew to the rafters to watch for any danger. Meanwhile, Fixie peeled off from Numi the second they were inside and fluttered to one of her newest projects.

They could not have been apart for more than an hour, but it already felt like a lifetime.

“Are you all okay?” Alice demanded, even though she felt that they were. She still had to hear it from them. “Were you spotted? What of the sorcerers?”

The dragons all replied, but they spoke over one another—breaking off to bicker and correct each other—and it was almost impossible to decipher what they were trying to say.

At least until Alice caught the import of Prim’s words.

She staggered back, and Numi and Iggy dropped from her. Prim, of course, took her customary position on her shoulder.

Alice turned to her, wide eyed. “Was it truly Dolly? You’re certain she was with the mining company?”

Prim bobbed her thin head in a nod. “I will never forget her sneaky face.”

Iggy added. “That woman was one of many. The mining company wasn’t bringing in supplies, they were bringing in people…”

And the more he sketched out what he had seen, with Numi and Prim’s help with the details, the worse Alice felt.

“Did you see anyone with those Worker class tags?” she asked. “You remember them, back in the city?”

The dragons all shook their heads, but Alice was certain they had to be connected.

“And you said you saw children in the carts? Were any of them Tom or Mabel?”

“No, we would have told you at once,” Iggy said, but then he paused. “Though I could not have accounted for every child. We were very, very high up and most children do look the same. Nevertheless, they were all surrounded by many guards and two dragons.”

“I felt the dragons,” Alice said. “Tell me about them.”

Iggy went on to explain that they were wood dragons, each much larger than the young one they had seen in the forest.

Alice swallowed and nodded. Perhaps they had someone who had dragon aspects as well… or a dark classer who had managed to tame wild dragons.

“Back to Dolly. How did she look?”

“Sneaky,” Prim said.

“I meant, overall. Is she… is she well?” Alice asked hesitantly. To say she had mixed feelings about Dolly would be an understatement, but she would hate to hear that she had been covered with bruises or something else horrible.

“I suppose she was healthy enough,” Prim said offhandedly. “She was in one piece.”

Alice nodded and sat Prim down on a piece of shelving before he paced the length of the store.

“Alice? What are you thinking?” Prim asked after a bit.

“I don’t know,” she admitted. “I’m worried… and to tell the truth, I’m distressed.”

Prim flicked her wings in irritation. “But she is not worth it!”

“She knows about you,” Alice said. “So, I can’t help but worry that it may be partially my fault she’s in the position.”

Numi sat up on her hind legs, her bugged yellow eyes fixed on Alice. “What do you mean?”

Alice shrugged. “I know it doesn’t make sense. But the last time I saw her, she had alerted the guards about… about Prim and I.” The dragons started to speak, but Alice shook her head and held up a hand to stop them. “No, I refuse to feel guilty about that. It was a betrayal. But also, how many times had I warned her not to mess with the nobles? And after it looked like I disappeared, they may have turned on her for… for issuing a false report or some such.”

The dragons looked at one another, but it was Iggy who spoke. “That does not seem very fair. She was a snake and betrayed you, but she was telling the truth.”

“Nobles don’t care about fairness,” Alice said bitterly. “She may have brought attention to herself, which would be more than enough for some to toss her out in the streets. Prim, did you see if her class was still listed as General Laborer?”

Prim nodded and despite everything, Alice felt a stab of fierce vindication followed by such a mix of emotions she had trouble naming them… except there was guilt and anger mixed in there, too.

Dolly had been her friend from the moment Alice had entered the General Laborer workforce. Being at the bottom of the barrel was not an easy existence, but Dolly’s steadfast friendship had made it bearable.

But she had also taken advantage of that friendship and stolen from Alice while taking terrible, stupid risks that no General Laborer in their right mind should take. Someone in that class should be quiet and nearly always at work. Dolly, however, had dared to tryst with a noble boy.

At the same time, Alice knew that her disapproval made her a terrible hypocrite. After all, she had also reached above the boundaries of her class and had no regrets about it.

She could have easily been worse off than Dolly if the class seed had changed her to something worse, if she had not had her beautiful dragons…

Alice paced around the shop again before she realized it was happening. She clenched her fists, shook her head, and ignored her dragon’s increasingly agitated questions.

She could not escape the simple truth.

Finally, she stopped and looked back at them.

Prim must have read her expression, because she drew herself up in an affronted hiss. “You want to rescue the girl?”

“Well, it’s only logical,” Numi said. “If she does know about you, Prim, she could spill the secret.”

Alice shook her head. “Even if she did, she’s only a General Laborer. No one would listen to her. No,” she said. “I won’t pretend like it’s not entirely for her sake. She was my friend once. But what concerns me the most are those wood dragons. I felt them as they walked by. And I think, if they were to pass by the store enough times, they may feel me, too.”

“One sniffed around your store,” Iggy said. “It did not act, so I did not fight him off. Though I was fully prepared to do so.”

“Of course you were.” Alice smiled at her fiercest dragon, but that smile didn’t linger long. “We will go tonight.”


Chapter Thirty-Six




That night, Alice decided to leave Fixie behind at the store. Frankly, she would be useless on their expedition.

Prim was a shoo-in to go with her, and so was Iggy as her protector. Though Alice waffled back and forth on whether to take Numi or not, in the end decided it would be best if she came along, too. Numi would be able to appraise anything that they found, and it was easy to imagine her lock picking skills coming in handy.

Inside, her stomach fluttered with fear. She refused to give into it, or the doubt nagging at the corners of her mind. She was determined to find out more about this mining camp, the wood dragons… and Dolly.

These mining folk may be many things, but they were not secretive. There was a road cut out that led straight out of town, and Alice followed it for a good way, sending Iggy and Spark ahead to scout out in case any guards were left behind to keep watch.

The moon was high in the sky, casting a silvery light down on the road. All was quiet except for the sound of night birds. It reminded her of one of the first days after Prim had hatched, and their nightly expeditions to the kitchens. Back then, that had all seemed so daring and dangerous. It was nothing compared to what she was going to attempt now.

Her first fright came at the sound of crashing through the foliage just ahead. Prim, who sat on Alice’s shoulder, tensed. Numi, who scuttled by her ankles, let out a high-pitched sort of growl that Alice had never heard from her before. Before Alice could do more than stop in place and stare in the direction of the noise, she saw Iggy swoop toward her.

“It is only a deer,” he said. “There is a family of them. Should I kill one for you, Alice? That way, we could have a deer dinner.”

“I don’t know how to process a deer carcass, love,” Alice said. “I was a General Laborer, not a Cook, and I didn’t spend much time in the butchery.” But then she paused to really think about it. She had been purchasing her food from the restaurant at the inn—a large amount of food that would quickly become suspicious if it had not raised questions already. “Let me know if you see the deer on the way back. There must be a butcher or someone in this village who can help process the meat.”

“Very good,” Iggy said, then swooped off again to look for more danger.

The road ran about a mile outside of town, cut straight through the thick forest before it split off into a Y. One fork was a lower road, narrower, and visibly less traveled that turned to drive through the forest. At night, all looked dark and ominous in that direction, and there was no sign of civilization.

The upper road, however, had fresh wheel ruts cut in. While Alice was no tracker, she easily spotted the imprints of hooves in the soft soil. It could not be clearer that the mining company had turned this way up the hill.

Alice crept forward slowly. Her hesitation was well warranted. Iggy soon swooped back and reported that there was a guard standing duty out of sight over the next bend.

“But he is half asleep,” Iggy said, “clutching a bottle in his lap.”

Numi bobbed her head in a nod. “He must be drunk.”

“Even a drunk man can yell,” Alice said grimly.

“But there is more,” Iggy said. “He has an assistant with him. Another child.”

That stopped Alice short. “Come again?”

She hoped she had heard incorrectly, but he repeated. “It is a child, and I don’t think it is drunk. There are no bottles nearby. It is outside the hut and asleep, from the way it is positioned. I think it is meant to keep watch as well, but ducked out of sight when the guard was not paying attention to it.”

It only took a moment for Alice to come to a conclusion. “I can’t imagine that children would be very useful in the mines, and from what you all described, many are too young to reach their first class. I was sent around as a messenger for nobles as a child—they called me a page and my parents were paid for it.” Likely, this child had similar duties… though she could not imagine that the poor thing’s parents knew where they were now, and had not been paid.

“Which means,” Iggy said ruthlessly, “if the guard were to be alerted, we would have to deal with both him and the child to keep the silence.”

Alice’s blood ran cold, and she looked sternly at Iggy. “Never suggest anything like that again.”

Iggy quailed, though he did mutter, “It is the truth.”

“I don’t care if it is the truth. That may be a solution to our problems, but one we will never use. Do you understand?”

She glared at her dragon until she received an answering nod. Letting out a breath, Alice looked away. “We should see if there is a pathway through the forest to go around. If there were a family of deer, it means that there is likely a pathway for deer to walk.”

Iggy sent out Spark to help him scout the immediate forest.

Sure enough, there was a thin trail that cut through the woods, though as it had been made by deer and other wildlife, it was not exactly a straight line. Traveling it would add at least another half-hour to their journey.

“That’s fine,” Alice said.

She tried not to worry too much about Iggy’s instant bloodthirstiness, but at the same time, he had listened to her order. That was why, she reminded herself, she had to be strong to curb his worst instincts. Sometimes she let herself forget that her dragons were indeed dragons.

Speaking of...

“Do any of you sense or smell the wood dragons around?” She had carefully monitored her own feelings through this whole journey, that odd feeling of calling to like that lodged in her heart.

One by one, her dragons reported they hadn’t. Though as they were surrounded by the forest which shielded the wood dragons… that did not mean much.

They traveled the deer trail Spark had found, which took them in a wide crescent shape around the guard. The foliage was so thick that Alice had no chance of stepping off the path without making a lot of noise. Even then, she had to be careful not to crack any branches or step on dead leaves.

In the end, they returned to the road well above the guard station and continued on. There were several more checkpoints along the way, but none of the guards were concerned about receiving visitors tonight. All were either talking among themselves, gaming with dice, or asleep. The children Alice saw wearing golden sashes across their chests were asleep and ignored by the adults.

Alice continued, and finally, she came within sight of the mining camp. Or, she realized as she took a good look at it, the prison camp.

The entire encampment was surrounded by high trees that grew much too straight and close together. They made up a sort of impenetrable fence. The only way that Alice was able to see inside was because the road was on a slight rise, and the mining camp was in a small cleft valley. There were several long, basically built buildings that did not look too different from standard General Laborer barracks, as well as a scattering of others, clearly more well-appointed, with windows. Several open areas looked like outdoor kitchens, and perhaps metal processing facilities. There were carts on rails and piles of black rock of the type she used to help the Maids shove into the fire pits. And beyond all of that, up against the mountain itself, sat the yawning mouth of the open mining entrance.

It was a working camp, and at the same time, it was clear that no one would be allowed to freely leave.

“Numi,” she said, “I need you to find me a way in there. Prim, search the longer buildings. Dolly must be in one of them. Don’t wake her up, or alert her that we’re here. I only want to know where she is, so I can go straight there once Numi finds me a way in. Iggy—“

“I will stay with you,” he said, “as protection.”

The tone in his voice stated there would be no argument. That was fine by her. “Yes, but do send Spark out to keep watch over the other two. Also… I don’t know where those wood dragons are.” She looked around anxiously. “We’ll have to move off the road, but they could be lurking anywhere.”

“Hiding in the bushes around wood dragons makes us a perfect target for ambush,” Iggy said grimly. “I do not like this, Alice.”

“Neither do I, but it must be done.”

Does it? A little thought of doubt asked in her mind. But she had come this far, and she was not going to turn back now.

Iggy turned to Spark to give his orders. Spark cheeped in acknowledgement, which was a little unusual for him—the sub-aspects usually remained silent—then, with a bob of his head, he flew off. His scales had a lingering glow from his lightning element, and they blended into the star-strewn sky.

Alice moved off the side of the road and into a place hidden by bushes. Then she sat down and waited and tried not to worry.


Chapter Thirty-Seven




Prim

“You do realize, there likely exists a world where you never told Alice about her former friend,” Numi said as the two dragons flew over the fence of the mining camp, invisible thanks to Prim’s illusions. “And in that world, the two of us are sleeping right now, like any proper dragon should do at night. And Alice would not be in any danger.”

Prim shot Numi a quelling look, though she did not necessarily disagree.

“Are you suggesting that I keep the truth away from Alice?” she asked, making her voice dangerously sweet.

“No, but there are technically several shades of truth,” Numi said. “She would have likely wanted to come here anyway, if only for the wood dragons. But if she didn’t know about Dolly, she wouldn’t have been in such a hurry, and the two of us would likely be asleep.”

Prim hated arguing against Numi because the dragon was so factual, and unfortunately, she did bring up good points.

“Except that we wouldn’t be asleep, because your sub-aspect would likely be madly fixing everything within sight to make up for lost time,” Prim said, lifting her muzzle into the air, although Numi could not have possibly seen it.

The silence from the other dragon told Prim that she had scored a point of her own.

Below, a few human guards patrolled around the camp, but none had a sorcerer or wizard class tag. Prim was not surprised as she had felt their energy concentrated in one of the nicest buildings—the one that actually looked like a house. Since they were of the higher classes, they took the best of everything.

It reminded her of her early hatchling days in the noble estate and was doubly glad that Alice had gotten out of there. The last thing she wanted was for Alice to be dragged back to a terrible place like this, surrounded by guards and no way for her to communicate with her dragons.

She won’t be made to stay here because we will all fight for her, she reminded herself. Then, as they were coming up to the long barracks, she said, “There! Land in the shadows, right to the side of that one. It’s near the fence and you can start your search from there.”

Prim pointed, though of course Numi could not see through the illusion. The shadowed area created by the moon hitting the barracks at an angle was easy to see. And it was doubly dark because it was close by the other side of the fence.

They landed, and Prim retracted her illusion from Numi to save energy.

The grass was high here, uncut, and not often trodden upon. After flattening herself out, Numi scuttled through the grass like a snake. She was only visible by the slight disturbance of the grass stalks. And that could be easily discounted, as there was a slight breeze.

The high grass reminded Prim uncomfortably of the wood dragons. Vegetation was their element, like Spark was to his lightning.

She reminded herself that Iggy would ensure that nobody came close to Alice. At the very least, he would set something on fire, and then Prim would know instantly and could return to Alice’s side.

As Numi explored the fence area for any holes, Prim began her own mission.

She sniffed around, which she did not like to do in public because it made her look like a common dog. But it needed to be done. She had spent her first formative days in that little cubicle that Alice had shared with the dishonorable Dolly, and so she remembered the other woman’s scent quite well. It had been full of artificial perfumes and had not been nearly as nice as Alice’s.

With her illusions pulled tight to conceal her, Prim hopped from one building to another, sniffing and finding nothing, until on the third building , she caught the scent that she had been looking for.

It seemed that these barracks had been made in a hurry, full of rough wood logs jammed together, and there were many gaps in the walls. Some people had tried to half-heartedly fill those with straw or mud to keep the elements out, but there were many open places left. Noises and scent passed through easily. Inside, she heard snoring and some muffled whimpering.

Marking the place where Dolly’s smell came from the strongest, she reached out with one claw and drew an X.

Then she flapped and headed back to the meeting point. Down below her, she saw a sneaky pattern weaving its way through the grass. Numi briefly popped her head over the grass, checked her position, and returned to the spot where she and Prim had parted.

“I found a place for Alice to sneak in,” Numi said quietly the moment that Prim landed. “Though I’m not sure you will not like it.”

“I like none of this,” Prim said bluntly, “and I have found the dishonorable girl.” She paused, and though it hurt her pride to say it, she added, “Next time there is news like this... perhaps you should be the one to deliver it to Alice. You might be able to… spin it differently.”

Numi grinned widely, showing needle teeth. “Are you saying someone else can do something better than you?”

“I said no such thing,” Prim grumped, and took to the sky. Laughing, Numi followed.


Chapter Thirty-Eight




Alice was on pins and needles until Iggy announced that he saw Prim and Numi returning. There had been no outcry from the mining camp. That was no great surprise, because it was now the small hours of the night where even the most steadfast guard would feel sleepy. Alice surely would be, too, if she weren’t a ball of anxiety.

Her two dragons returned, looking unhurt. Numi especially, looked smug.

“Well?” Alice asked in a breathless whisper.

Prim spoke first. “I found Dolly. We are lucky as she is on the side of the barracks that is close to the fence.”

“And I found a way through the fence,” Numi said, “and some coins, and lots and lots of gold.”

That stopped Alice short. Prim looked at her in surprise, too.

“It’s everywhere,” Numi continued. “There are small caches buried in the ground, hidden under rocks and stuff.” She opened her mouth and spat out a lumpy yellow ball. It was unlike any jewelry that Alice had seen before. It reminded her of bits of wax that had been fused together.

When she picked it up, it was unusually heavy. “Are you sure this is gold?”

That was a silly question, and of course, Numi with her assessment skill would know. “Yes, well, it’s unprocessed, so it’s not quite as valuable as normal gold yet, but I smelled plenty of that and more, in the magician’s barracks—“

“No, you can’t go in there,” Alice said sternly.

“Oh, I know. They can see through illusions, and they might have traps. I looked at the locks on the door, and it is way too advanced for me... for now,” Numi said. “But once I get a few more levels, I’d like to give it a try. I don’t think that they trust each other very much, either, because there were caches all around the house, too. See?” Numi opened her mouth again, reached in, and pulled out... an amulet. “This was in one of them that was buried at the fence line close to the fancy house.”

It was the same type of amulet that Alice had taken from Mabel. And now that she thought about it, she should have brought that first one with her... but this would work, too.

“You two are a wonder,” Alice said, so grateful for her dragons that it almost hurt.

“What are you going to do?” Prim asked.

Alice put the amulet over her head. Either it was inactive, or, more likely, she was unable to sense its type of magic. Though it did feel a bit warm as it rested against the skin of her collarbone.

“What else?” Alice said. “I’m going to contact Dolly and see what kind of information I can get from her.”

With that, she changed her visible class to Apprentice Cook. Most of the Guards had non-Guard classes, and Cook would stand out less than Apprentice Merchant.

With that, she gestured for Numi to show her the way forward.
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It did not take as long as Alice feared to make her way around the outside of the mining camp. Soon, Numi excitedly showed her a gap she had found in the thick foliage that served as an effective boundary fence. The trees grew unnaturally close together—she couldn’t even stick her arm in at most places. But Numi had found a spot that had been cleverly cut out, with low branches obscuring the hole. Footsteps in the mud on the outside showed that it was well used.

“No doubt,” Numi said, “they leave to hide more treasure in the forest. Then return.”

She sounded unusually excited about this.

Alice nodded and looked to Prim who, as usual, sat on her shoulder. “I need you to make me look like a guard.”

“Of course.” A moment later, she felt Prim’s illusion magic fall over her like a cloak.

The illusion was one of a large, bulky man. But Alice was still very much herself and slight of build. That made it easy to squeeze through the gap.

She straightened once she was on the other side, looking around. There was no one within sight.

“Remember to stride,” Prim whispered in her ear. “All the guards take big, long steps.”

Alice felt her heartbeat thudding in her chest, but she strode forward. Still, doubts assailed her. Was she taking an unnecessary risk? Was this worth it? She had been friends with Dolly for years, and yes, Dolly had wobbled away from that friendship, betrayed her, and now reaped her rewards.

But she was very likely also a valuable source of information. Alice could not simply ignore that.

Focusing on her goal, she let her anger drive out her fear as she strode across the night-dark landscape.

There were a few shadowed figures of guards in the distance, doing their own patrols. They turned their heads to glance at her, but then looked away, bored.

Alice made a beeline to the barracks, ducked around the other side, and waited.

“Do you see anyone coming? Did anyone notice me?” she asked.

Prim fluttered off her shoulder, and though she couldn’t see her dragon as she was under camouflage, she heard the slight scrabble of claws against the wooden roof shingles above. Soon, Prim returned to land lightly on Alice’s shoulder.

“No one paid you any mind. Two of them are talking, but they seem friendly with each other, not suspicious. I think the ones that saw you might have mistaken you for someone else.”

Alice let out her breath. “Then show me where Dolly is.”

Prim directed Alice to a spot along the back wall on the fence side of the barracks. It was indistinguishable from the rest, except for a light X that had been freshly clawed into the wood. Alice knelt and told Prim to extend her camouflage around herself as well.

“Dolly,” she whispered, harshly.

There were visible gaps in the rough wall, and she heard the sound of regular heavy breathing of people asleep, and more than a few snores. It was so dark inside the barracks without any lamps lit. She couldn’t see anything at all.

Receiving no answer, she knocked lightly on the wood and repeated louder, “Dolly!”

One of the breathing noises turned into snorts. “What’s that? Who?” came a muttered woman’s voice.

“Dolly, it’s me.”

Suddenly, the woman’s voice was much more awake. “Alice? You’re here?”

Now that she spoke a bit louder, she was easier to pinpoint. Her voice came from above Alice’s head. Dolly must be on a cot raised off the ground.

“Shush,” Alice warned. “Get down here. Is anyone else awake around you?”

There was a slight shuffling sound and Dolly’s voice came close. She was just on the other side of the gap. “No, no one else is awake. They’re all exhausted. Alice! What are you doing here? Did Breyden send you? He must have!”

Alice almost said, ‘Who?’ But then she remembered Breyden was the name of Dolly’s noble lover.

“No,” Alice said fiercely. “Is Breyden here, too?”

“He shouldn’t be, but it’s gone all wrong. Alice, I can’t believe you’re here. Wait.” Dolly’s breath audibly caught. “Are you working for them? The mining company?”

Alice took a breath to answer, but Dolly cut in before she could. “Alice, please, I beg you… You must go back to the city and go to Breyden. Tell him… tell him that I’m here.”

“I don’t have to do anything,” Alice said, annoyed. “You stole from me. You tried to send the guards after me.”

“Because you had that thing, that monster with you!” Again, her breath seemed to stutter as she remembered. “You are with the mining company, aren’t you? They said… They said they had dragons with them and that’s why no one escapes alive. Is that you? Do you control the dragons?”

How could she have allowed herself to forget how exasperating dealing with Dolly could be? Even when Dolly wasn’t completely fixated on herself, Alice had to fight to get a word in edgewise.

“I am not with the mining company,” she said.

Dolly leapt upon that at once. “Then prove it. Go tell Breyden that I’m in this horrible place—“

Alice took a breath and focused hard to keep a leash on her temper. She had dealt with Dolly for years, and as exasperating as she was, Alice knew how to turn the conversation the way she wanted.

“Dolly, I need to tell him more than that. You know how nobles are. They don’t listen to General Laborers like us. What can I tell them to convince Breyden to come and help you?”

“He will! He loves me.”

Alice couldn’t keep back her scoff.

That was a mistake. She practically heard Dolly puff up in indignation. “You don’t understand, you’ve never given him a chance—“ Her voice had gone strident and the nearby snoring from bunkmates stopped. Both Alice and Dolly fell silent, waiting. Within a few moments, the snoring continued. Though Alice wouldn’t be surprised if there were people who had awakened but were silently listening.

Dolly continued, softer, but still angry. “You can be just as bad as the worst nobles. You pre-judge everyone based on classes—no one can help our classes. Well, Breyden sees beyond that. He’s never thought of me as just a General Laborer. When I was thrown out because of you—“

“Because of me—” Alice started to repeat, outraged, but Dolly bowled right over her.

“He took care of me. He set me up in an apartment and gave me everything I needed—told me I never had to work as a General Laborer again, because he loved me. It’s my fault I was caught by those terrible men and brought here. Not his!” There were tears in her voice now. “He must be out of his mind with worry…”

Or he got tired of furnishing her lifestyle and called the false Workers to come and take her off his hands, Alice thought but did not say.

Once she may have felt deep sympathy for Dolly’s situation, but the fact she blamed Alice for being thrown out of the noble’s estate—and she would have very well known the risk of getting the guards involved with Alice—wiped that all away.

So she focused on gathering information.

“Then give me something I can use,” she asked, she hoped, quite reasonably. “Surely Breyden can’t come and save you all by himself. He’ll need the support of his family, won’t he?”

Dolly sniffed and spoke in a watery tone, “Yes… I… I don’t know much. No one explains themselves to a General Laborer.”

That Alice knew well.

Dolly continued. “The mine workers keep talking about sending gold to a dark master. I don’t know who that is, but after all the fuss after the last attack on the city, surely the nobles will care. Breyden will care, and he’ll get his brother to help. He’s a protector.”

Oliver. Yes. Alice remembered him well.

She sighed and shifted around. “Dolly, what do they have you do here? Are… are you safe?” she asked and silently wondered why Dolly hadn’t begged Alice to take her away yet. Perhaps she just didn’t trust her.

Instantly, Dolly’s tears vanished, and she scoffed. “Oh, I’ll be working in the mines like everyone else. And if I work here enough, I may have my class changed to Miner. Please, you must tell Breyden to come and save me before then.”

Alice rolled her eyes. “I will, but I must leave now. Don’t tell anyone I’m here, or when I find Breyden, I’ll tell him you’ve been seeing another General Laborer.”

“You wouldn’t!” That actually seemed to scare her. It was the least she deserved, in Alice’s opinion. “Tell me you wouldn’t, Alice. You’re just being cruel—”

“I guess whether I do or don’t is up to you,” Alice said, and then left.

Prim again slipped the illusion of a male guard around her, but this time she didn’t have to remind Alice to stride like she had somewhere important to be. Alice’s anger spurred her forward.

Most of her anger, though, was directed inward. She didn’t know why she thought she would be able to get anything of value out of Dolly. She’d said it herself: who tells a General Laborer anything?

Though… she was a bit glad to find that Dolly was still a same dramatic, self-centered mess. Whatever had happened to bring her here—accident or intent—hadn’t broken her.

No, her biggest concern was that she was worried her class may change with too much work done in one class.

That was a legitimate concern and one of the few ways General Laborers could move upward. Though surely being a Miner was better than staying at the very bottom of all classes.

With Prim’s illusion as a guard wrapped around her, no one took notice of Alice’s ‘patrol’. She slipped back into the shadows and through the gap in the treed fence. Numi and Iggy waited on the other side for her.

Overhead, the moon started to set. Soon, it would be the beginning of dawn. She had to get as far away from the mining camp as possible before the sun came up. Not only would she risk being seen, the people back in the town would expect her to open the store soon.

I don’t think anyone will buy from Fixie, she thought wryly to herself.

Maybe her thoughts were too focused on the store and not enough on the surrounding danger. Because she had only gotten about fifty feet away from the fence before she found herself nearly face-to-face with a wood dragon.


Chapter Thirty-Nine




Alice’s only warning was Prim’s sudden cry of alarm—it sounded similar to a diving hawk.

The next thing she knew, the vegetation seemed to shift and melt around her. And instead of standing on a close-in forest path with dark vegetation close around her, she suddenly stood in front of two dragons who should have been too large to fit in between the trees, much less sneak up on her.

But they were wood dragons and the plants bent to their will.

This close, it looked as if their scales were made of dark, rich brown bark with twisting horns that looked like the branches of trees coming off their heads. It made the golden chains around them, including the ones looped through nose rings, stand out more.

Alice’s gaze flicked upward past their heads. No one currently rode the dragons, but they were threatening enough all by themselves. Each was bad enough to eat her with one snap of teeth.

Iggy and Spark broke out of the foliage to either side of Alice, roaring. Little zips of electricity arced off of Spark’s hide.

The slightly larger of the two wood dragons—what Alice guessed was the male—snorted and shook his head.

A branch came down and slapped Iggy out of the way, though Spark, being smaller, was slightly more nimble and was able to duck out of the way in time.

Iggy sailed backward over Alice’s head, into the bushes beyond.

“Iggy!”

Uncaring about her own danger, Alice turned and ran to him. The wood dragons didn’t try to stop her, nor did they attack.

Though, behind, she heard one mutter. “She has a sorcerer’s amulet.”

She came upon Iggy who was just standing to his feet again, snorting and shaking himself to dislodge a fall of leaves. He did not look hurt at all. Just annoyed. His tough scales had protected him.

She bent to him. “Iggy, are you all right?”

“Behind you!” he said.

Alice turned to see the wood dragons had followed. They were so large and the woods so thick that they should have crashed through. But they had ghosted along, more silent than deer in the thick woods.

And they shot each other puzzled looks.

“She has not run away, properly,” one said in a low voice. He seemed torn between interest and annoyance.

“We’re to kill the ones who run,” said the other with a lighter, more feminine voice. “But this one hasn’t. And she has an amulet.”

By this point, Alice had scooped Iggy up in her arms. Her fierce red dragon still tried to rear up, hissing. “You will not touch Alice!”

The wood dragons focused on him, and then on Prim, who canceled her illusion to angrily spread her wings. Behind the wood dragons stood Numi who looked to be just in the right spot to bite down on a hock should they attack.

Above, Spark circled and chittered angrily. He did not seem to know what to do without a direct order from Iggy. Everyone ignored him. The wood dragons focused on Iggy and Prim.

“I don’t see how you could stop us, little dragons,” the male said.

“I have never seen one of our kind so little,” the female added. She turned flat eyes on Alice. “You have captured and tamed them?”

“There are no chains,” the male said.

“She could be a powerful sorceress—”

Clearly, the two were used to chatting among themselves with no input from anyone else. Alice had felt a stunning spike of fear at the realization they were there to kill her, but now, at the suggestion that she had captured her friends, she felt only anger.

“I have done no such thing!” Alice snapped. “These are my aspects—they’re my friends.”

“Aspects?” the male reared back in shock.

The female had the opposite reaction and thrust her muzzle forward to sniff over Alice. This close, she saw blood crusted where the metal ring went through the cartilage in her nose. It looked painful.

“You are She of Many Dragons,” she said.

“I am. You… know me?”

“She cannot be!” the male said. His golden eyes were so wide that Alice saw the whites around them. Though she couldn’t tell if it was fear or desperate hope.

With nothing left to lose, Alice changed her class from the fake visible class to She of Many Dragons.

Both wood dragons took several steps back.

Alice considered taking that moment to turn and run, but she was much less afraid than she ought to be. Certainly, there was some fear, but any sane person put in a similar position would have gone running.

Alice mostly felt inconvenienced.

“You know me?” she asked again.

“No.” The male dragon was still staring at her as if she were a ghost. “We know of your extraordinarily rare class.”

“A Legendary class,” the female dragon corrected.

The male rolled his eyes. “That is not by any means certain.”

“What do you know about Alice’s class?” Prim asked.

From behind the wood dragons, Numi piped up, “And are you still going to eat her?”

The two dragons looked at each other.

“We are under chains,” the male said.

The female said, “And they do require that we stop people from fleeing the mining camp.”

He spoke. “But she is not from the mining camp, is she?”

“No, I suppose not.”

“I… take it that’s important?” Alice said.

The male nodded vigorously. “We are required to stop any humans from breaking their contract and fleeing from the boundaries of the camp.”

“If we don’t,” the female said, “the chains will become tighter and tighter. It is… most unpleasant.”

Alice suspected it was even worse than unpleasant, considering the blood on the dragon’s nose. Every time the chains tightened, they would aggravate the piercing.

Her heart went out to the wood dragons. “Oh, you poor things. What can I do?”

“Can they be removed?” Iggy rumbled.

“No,” the female said with sorrow tindging her words. “Only by a sorcerer of great power, and you are not a magical class.”

Alice had suspected as much, but she wouldn’t give up that easily. Also, it didn’t escape her notice that these two were possibly a great source of information. “Do your chains stop you from telling me about the mining camp?”

The male gave her an odd look. “What do you want to know? It is a camp full of humans. Surely, mining isn’t your business—dragons are your business.”

From the corner of her eye, Alice saw Prim give a nod.

Numi scuttled, lizard-like, from around the back of the wood dragon’s legs and up onto the nearby trunk of a tree so that she was at eye level with the much larger dragons. “That’s where you’re wrong. Alice has many businesses.”

“Numi, they won’t be interested in that,” Alice said hastily, wanting to keep the secret of the store to herself.

“Oh, I won’t tell them details. But believe me when I say that our Alice is quite accomplished and involves herself in many things.”

Prim picked up where she left off. “She is kind, too. She has a dishonorable friend who is in the mining camp. That’s why she worries—and that’s why it is her business.”

The female wood dragon nodded and gave Alice another look. “It is odd to see someone of such high rank take notice of a low classer.”

“They knew each other before she became She of Many Dragons,” Prim said.

This was too much for Alice. She broke in. “I don’t like seeing anyone made to work against their will. Not you, and not anyone else.”

“We cannot speak badly of our masters,” the male said.

The female winced. “These chains go more than scale-deep, do you understand? They wrap around our spirits as well as our bones.”

Prim made a soft sound at the base of her throat.

Again, Alice’s heart went out to them. Before she could think better of it, she reached out a hand. The male dragon stood closest to her, and he tilted his head to place the tip of his muzzle to her palm. His scales were every bit as rough as they looked, but at the same time it wasn’t displeasing in the least.

Alice extended her other hand to the female, who did the same.

For a moment, they stood there. Through their touch, Alice felt the pure power of the dragons. They were leveled high—much above her—but they respected her as if they were equals.

It was also scary knowing that such magnificent creatures could be put in confining chains.

“I wish there was something I could do for you,” Alice said. “There are other wood dragons in the forest. Could I perhaps pass the word along to them from you?”

The female jerked back. “There are no others like us in our territory. Unless…?” She swung her head to look at the male, and Alice saw her heart in her eyes.

A whole conversation seemed to pass between them. The female looked at the other dragon—her mate. Alice was starting to suspect—with pleading eyes.

Finally, the male let out a growling breath and nodded. They had seemed to decide to tell Alice the truth.

But she had already guessed.

“It’s your hatchling,” Alice said.

The two once more looked at each other, and then the female nodded. “The sorcerers were close, and we were forced to hide the egg deep in the woods.”

“It nearly attacked Alice,” Iggy said.

The female looked at him. “I did not want to see my hatchling in chains. Let us hope you were never given such a terrible choice to make.”

Iggy was much too fierce of a personality to back down that easily. But he did snort, which was a neutral enough reaction to satisfy the wood dragons.

The male wood dragon spoke, “It is a relief to hear that it hatched, but if you’ve seen it, why then is the hatchling not with you?”

Alice paused, weighing how much she should say. The wood dragons were rather more relaxed about the hatchling than she would expect from anxious parents. Were all wood dragons that way, or did that have to do with the fact they were under sorcerer control?

It also didn’t feel right to trust someone with additional secrets who was under magical enslavement. They may be compelled to speak about her if their masters ever questioned them about Alice.

But at the same time, they already knew much about her just by discovering her. There was little point in hiding the fine details.

“I’m not highly leveled in my class yet, and I was unable to bring him in.” She paused. “You... wouldn’t mind if I did?”

This time, the dragons did not have to check with each other to find the answer. The female spoke for both.

“We want our child to be free, and She of Many Dragons will surely take care of them.”

“I would never enslave my dragons or make them do something that went against their nature,” Alice said hotly, but then had to stop because that wasn’t necessarily true. She had chastised Iggy for being too bloodthirsty, after all.

Prim seemed to read her thoughts and audibly scoffed. “Enforcing basic discipline and making sure we do not get caught by committing murders is not enslavement,” she said with a narrow-eyed look towards Iggy.

Iggy sighed at that. “Yes, yes, but I still say that my way is much easier.”

“Sometimes enemies must be killed,” the female wood dragon said, “and my mate and I have done many things that we do not like.”

“Prim, Iggy, and Numi are my aspects. I hatched them,” Alice said. “But now that I’ve had time to reflect on it, I’m not sure how I would feel about bringing someone who had already lived out in the wild into my family... Not unless they absolutely wanted it.”

“We dragons can live without society,” the male wood dragon said, “but I’m afraid the hatchling will grow up quite fierce and will definitely be a danger to humans, and perhaps to other dragons when it is older.”

“But I do want to help,” Alice said. “I may be low level and new to my class, but surely there’s something I can do for you?”

Now the male wood dragon scoffed. “I don’t see an army around you, little high classer. I don’t see how you could help.”

The female was a little gentler. “Unfortunately, these people are strong. They would have to be to capture me and my mate.”

Despite her words, the pride in her voice reminded Alice of Iggy. Her heart clenched anew for their plight.

“Tell me what you can. Who are the people who run the mining company?”

“Well, they are the mining company,” the male said unhelpfully. “They dig gold and transfer it back to the ships and take it to other places. I’ve heard ‘the noble house of Murr’ spoken a few times, though I cannot be certain that is where the gold goes.”

“We don’t know much,” the female wood dragon added. “The sorcerers do not speak freely in front of miners and low peasants, and they take care to obscure their conversation around us.” Though she did not move, the chains clinked a little against her scales, tightening, and she added, “But it is not all terrible. They take low peasants from the city and raise them to be Miners if their class is able to change. The children are treated well, from what I understand. Everybody is fed, and the only people who are beaten are the ones who try to escape.”

“It certainly could be worse for them,” the male said, and he winced as his chains also tightened. “We must continue our patrol. They have ways to track our movements and will become suspicious if we stay in one place for too long.”

“Perhaps you could walk with us,” the female wood dragon said, “and join us at the mining camp. The sorcerers will be able to tell you more. You do have their amulet.”

In all the excitement, she had forgotten about that. She slipped her hand under the amulet and brought it up. “What can you tell me about this?”

“It is a sorcerer’s tool,” the male said. “A magical tool. We are not to touch it.”

Alice waited a moment, but that was all he had to say. The female nodded vigorously to the side.

“Will you return with us?” she asked again. Her chains clinked and tightened a bit further, causing her to wince, but she stayed in place.

“Uh, not now, but I will be back soon to speak with you again,” Alice said, delicately.

She wondered if the wood dragons were going to press the issue, but they nodded, and the female lingered for a moment longer. “If you see our hatchling again, be kind. They have no one to teach them right from wrong.”

Then, with a bob of their heads, they both faded into the forest. Or maybe the forest faded around them. Their command of the vegetation was absolute, so it was hard to tell.

Alice’s three dragons looked at her in confusion. That conversation had taken quite a turn at the end.

“Alice?” Prim asked.

Alice shook her head and said, “Let’s go, dears.”

The wood dragons simply letting them go felt too easy, and she could tell from the way that Iggy bristled that he thought so, too.

Her fierce dragon scrambled out of Alice’s arms and took off into the air, not showing any sign that he had been injured from being struck by the branch.

He barked at Spark to follow him, and they quickly set up a scouting path ahead, and one behind to watch for followers. Not that it would matter. If the wood dragons shadowed them, they would never know.

Nevertheless, Alice kept looking over her shoulder for any signs they were being followed. There was nothing, of course. And despite her anxiety, she never felt the prickle on the back of her neck that suggested unfriendly eyes were watching.

Iggy took them on a direct route that led them down the main ridge that had led to the mining camp, though they stayed on deer paths in the foliage to keep from being spotted by any patrolling guards.

As they rejoined the main road at the bottom of the ridge. Alice fell into a heavy-footed jog.

She was exhausted from the night of travel and sneaking.

I don’t care if it does look suspicious. I am not opening the store up today, she thought to herself.

Several times along the journey, her dragons tried to get Alice to speak about the wood dragons. Each time, she shushed them with significant glances to the foliage beyond. She had no intention of speaking openly until they were safely behind muffling walls.

By the time she stumbled into the village, it was so early that only a few men and women were up and about. Nobody paid her any mind.

She went through the store via the back door and nearly startled all over again when Fixie gave a glad cry at their return. The little sub-aspect ignored Alice completely to pull Numi aside to show off what she had repaired during the night.

From the slightly manic gleam in the little dragon’s eyes, it seemed that she had been in absolute paradise because no one had been around to tell her to quiet down at night.

Alice waited until Numi settled her down in a pile of soft fabric scraps. The little dragon started sewing several complementary colors together in a mad frenzy. Within a few moments, her movements slowed, and her head dipped. Soon she was asleep.

Numi joined the rest with a smug look on her face.

Alice looked at all the dragons. “What did you think?”

“The wood dragons were... quite positive about the mining camp at the end,” Iggy said doubtfully. The others nodded.

She nodded. “The dragons said it themselves. Those chains are wrapped around their spirits as well as their scales. They can’t speak ill of that place.” Alice felt a little sick. “The fact that they could say anything negative at all at first probably speaks to their will power, but by the end...” She shrugged, helplessly.

“What do we do?” Numi asked.

That was the big question, and the one that Alice had wrestled with all the way back. There were two clear options: fight or flee.

She had started to make a life for herself here, yet she could not stay as the way things stood now. Not when dragons who weren’t under her control knew of her class and existence. And not when someone like Dolly could easily point suspicious eyes in her direction.

But if Alice fled, there was every chance that she and her dragons would end up near another branch of this mining operation.

If word spread, then they would be on the lookout for her as well. And besides, she did not really want to flee.

But she could not stay here.


Chapter Forty




Before Alice set out, she stopped by the inn to ask if they had any raw vegetables ready to buy. He suspected they would, since they had finely chopped them and included them in the meat pies she had purchased earlier.

Sure enough, Matilda’s eyes gleamed. “We do, but what do you need something like that for? You do eat a lot for such a bitty thing.”

Alice had a lie prepared. She was, unfortunately, becoming very good at deceiving people. “I’ve looked into purchasing a horse and cart to carry goods from the port. I heard a ship is coming in soon with some horses, and there’s nothing easier to make friends with a horse than vegetables.”

Matilda blinked. “Trust a merchant to know their business. Well, as it happens, we do have some celery, carrots, and such in the back. They’ve all gone a little off—you know how long it takes to get ships across the water to her, and I was thinking of making them into pies. No, I won’t give you a line on our supplier,” she added, shaking her finger at Alice in mock severity.

“You got me,” Alice said, deadpan. “But I’d be willing to buy from you… at the right price.”

That seemed to be something an apprentice merchant would say, and Matilda must have thought so too because she laughed and led Alice to the back.

The vegetables were more than just a little wilted. Alice thought she must be becoming high and mighty indeed because, as a General Laborer, she wouldn’t have thought twice about them if there were some not-slimy bits she could eat around.

Now she didn’t like the idea of feeding anything questionable to her dragons, or herself. But while the vegetables were wilted, the carrots bendy, and many of the apples were brown on one side, there were no spots of mold. It was good enough for her purposes.

She started her negotiation, but Matilda was surprised.

“You mean you don’t want the whole box?”

“No, I only want enough to fit into my carry sack.” She showed off a large over-the-shoulder sack that Fixie had made for her the night before. “Oh, and I’ll need some of those beets as well.”

Matilda gave her an odd look. “I’m surprised you’re not going to sell them at your store. When is that opening, anyway? I know your little sale was interrupted, but…” She trailed off meaningfully.

Alice paused. She had a feeling Matilda was one of those people who, when she knew something, the rest of the town would soon know. It wouldn’t hurt to spread the word.

“It will be a little bit until the store opens. At least a week or more.”

“Oh?”

“I have to go back to the city,” Alice said, throwing out another store she had pre-prepared. “And let Sim know about… everything. The mining company,” she added to Matilda’s blank look.

Matilda’s eyes widened. “But you’re not leaving, are you? Oh, please don’t! Our town really needs a general store.”

Alice opened her mouth, but Matilda continued.

“Really, the mining company isn’t too much of an inconvenience. They only come through for a few hours every other week or so. Besides, sometimes the guards and people of importance come down to spend their own coins here. So, on balance, the Miners bring in more than they take away.”

Alice wondered if she knew about the people who were practically enslaved up there, or if she was willing to turn a blind eye.

Pointedly, she asked, “And if they’re ever short on labor, do they come looking for it here?”

Matilda was silent for a telling moment. “You don’t have to worry about something like that, as long as you keep your head down and aren’t stupid when they come through. They’d never take a fixture of the town, and the fact that you have a store…” She shrugged. “They only take people who don’t do anything useful with their System-given classes. Lay-abouts, apprentices who can’t cut it at their trade. The extra chaff. You do understand, don’t you?”

Alice put on a fake smile. “I understand.”
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She left with her carry-bag bulging with vegetables.

Prim had been hidden on her shoulder the entire time, of course. As soon as she was well out of hearing range, Alice murmured, “I don’t think I like Matilda as much as I used to.”

Prim made a mournful sound and rubbed the side of her head over Alice’s cheek.

The rest of the dragons, save for Fixie, joined her once she was outside of the town.

Alice took the road toward the harbor, opposite to the direction of the mining camp. There was no one within sight, so she felt comfortable speaking openly to her dragons.

“I highly recommend against this plan,” Iggy rumbled. “It is too dangerous. Spark and I should go in your place. In fact, perhaps it would be best if you created another sub-aspect for me. Something that can easily scout out that which is hidden.”

“I don’t have another sub-aspect token,” Alice said. “Though you’re welcome to keep on leveling, and then I’ll consider it.”

“You already have a sub-aspect, Iggy,” Prim said. “And you should not question Alice’s plans like this, though…” She sent Alice an apologetic look. “I do wonder if your plan cannot be improved.”

Numi butted in from her place, scuttling by Alice’s ankles. “How do you plan to bring the wood dragon in as one of your aspects, when you couldn’t the last time? That is what you’re doing, right?”

Alice shook her head. “No, you’re right. I tried that before and failed. Though… we’ve all grown stronger since then, through our leveling. I feel like I’m on the verge of another level. But I’m not sure I would do it even if I had a token.”

She blinked her buggy eyes up at her. “But the parents gave you their permission.”

Alice shook her head. “That still doesn’t make it right. Those two were under all sorts of compulsions because of those horrible chains. They may have felt they had no choice. They’ve never even met their own hatchling, so I don’t think they get to speak for it. Iggy,” she added, “tell me when we’re close to the clearing.”

Her last few words were a firm end to the conversation. The other dragons must have sensed it because none of them objected. Iggy just sighed. “We will have to travel back up this ridge through the brush. The clearing is on the other side.”

Alice nodded sharply to herself, repositioned the pack of vegetables so it sat more easily against her side, and started up the steep incline. She was still quite tired from the events of the night before, but if all worked well, she would have the opportunity to catch up on her rest within the next few days.
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She found the clearing over the ridge. Immediately, Iggy and Spark flew forward, searching intently. After several circuits, Iggy flew back to Alice to report.

“It is not here.”

“Well, it may have been scared off after our last encounter. Let’s search around, though. This may still be its territory.”

Her two dragons did as she asked. Leaning against a nearby tree, Alice shut her eyes, feeling slightly dizzy with pending exhaustion. Forcefully, she pushed any thought of sleep away. Instead, she reached out for that odd feeling in her chest, the one that told her when dragons were near. To her surprise, she felt it answer. She raised her arm and pointed directly to the right. “That way.”

The area she indicated was across the clearing and down another small slope. Soon, Alice heard bubbling water. There was a fresh spring here. It wasn’t much, but it drained into a little pool, and beyond that, a creek. And several dozen feet down the creek... there was something not quite right about the bushes. All were green and leafy, except for the last, very close to the water, which only showed woody branches as if it were still caught in mid-winter.

“There it is,” Alice whispered, and then looked at her dragons. “I want all of you to stay back. Yes, Iggy, you as well.”

She didn’t wait for her dragons to respond. She pulled out a carrot and held it out in front of her as she stepped forward. “Hello?” she said in what she hoped was a friendly tone. “Wood dragon? It’s me again. I’m Alice. Do you have a name?”

The shrub seemed to shift and alter in shape and form before her eyes. Within a moment, instead of a woody shrub, a young dragon sat, looking very unhappy with its teeth showing at her.

She thought it had been her memories playing tricks on her, but now she saw the dragon again, it—she—was very different from her parents.

She still had the woody looking scales, but what looked like living grass sprouted from her back. Her budding horns had pink and white flowers threaded around them, and her legs grew darker toward her feet, like they were rooted in mud.

Was she different because she was still a hatchling?

“It’s okay,” Alice said. “I’m here to be your friend.”

The wood dragon was less than impressed. Head down, teeth bared, it stepped forward.

Alice gulped and held up the carrot as if it was a shield. “Oh, no you don’t,” she said, putting a little chastisement in her voice like one would to a naughty puppy. “You can have the carrot, but not me. I wouldn’t taste nearly as good.”

Before she had become She of Many Dragons, Alice had always assumed that dragons ate a diet of meat. The rawer and bloodier, the better. But Numi and Fixie proved that false. Those two mostly ate coins and were happy about it.

She was willing to bet that a creature like the wood dragon had an unusual diet as well.

The wood dragon stopped. As a reward, Alice lobbed the carrot towards it.

The dragon flinched, and the carrot fell with a thump a couple of feet in front of it. Slowly, it bent down to sniff the carrot, though its suspicious gaze never left Alice. It must have liked what it smelled because it took the rest of the vegetable. The moment it crunched down, the rest of the carrot disappeared a few seconds later.

“Yes, carrots are tasty, aren’t they?” Alice said with a smile, remembering her first taste of well-baked bread in the noble’s kitchen estate.

Keeping her movement slow and steady so as not to be seen as a threat, she reached into her bag again. “How about you try some celery?”

She tossed it over. This time, the dragon didn’t flinch. She sniffed the celery, too, and ate it, but not quite as enthusiastically. The beets were much the same. It was clear that carrots were the winner, which was a good thing, because Alice had more of those than anything else.

The wood dragon visibly relaxed as she ate. It was not nearly as suspicious as a wild animal usually would be, and Alice got the impression that she was rather lonely.

Alice’s dragons, for their part, sat nearby, watching the interaction but not getting in the way. She was so proud of them.

As the wood dragon ate, Alice spoke softly of how she had met its parents and how she was a friendly human, but not all people were. The dragon didn’t show much of a reaction to her words specifically. Since she had been alone since it hatched, no one had taught her language.

Yes, her own dragons had hatched from the egg knowing how to speak, but they were aspects and not naturally born. Also, in Alice’s opinion, they were rather exceptional.

It could also be that the wood dragon did know what she was saying, but did not care.

Finally, Alice reached the bottom of the bag—celery, beets, apples and all. She opened it up and tilted it to show that there was nothing left. Then she gave the wood dragon a smile.

“I have to go, but I will be back within this many days.” She pointed to the sun and then spread out both of her hands to show ten.

The wood dragon blinked at her.

Alice turned and walked away. She didn’t follow her like a puppy would, but the little sound the dragon made as Alice left the clearing, a mournful hoot, was enough to make her waver in her convictions for a moment.

She easily imagined going back to the inn and buying boxes of more vegetables. Let Matilda be suspicious. It didn’t matter what she thought.

Alice could live out in the woods and teach the wood dragon language and the value of friendship. But then what? Alice needed society as well. And truly, the wood dragon needed its parents.

With her heart breaking, Alice did not turn back. “Iggy, find me the way back to town.”

Prim fluttered back to her shoulder and looked at Alice, confused. “Why did you go through all that trouble if you’re not going to make it your aspect?”

“Sometimes creatures need a bit of kindness, and,” she took a breath, “I needed this to remind myself why I’m about to take this risk. Saving Dolly is one thing, but this mining company is doing far-reaching harm in other ways. The next few days might be a trial, and I needed to remind myself of what is at stake.”

The hatchling dragon needed its parents, and that meant Alice needed to find help. She couldn’t do this alone.


Chapter Forty-One




After she returned to her store, she immediately set about making plans.

Fixie would have to stay behind, of course. She would be miserable without projects to do. The next decision was a bit harder, but it felt right. She instructed Iggy to prepare Spark to watch the store while she was gone. The little sub-aspect didn’t have much ambition or flexibility within his thoughts, but he followed orders well enough. He would guard the store if Iggy told him to.

Finally, she hit her wall and could not continue. She fell asleep early in the evening.

Because of that, Alice woke early in the morning. She stayed long enough to collect some clothes into her carry bag and ensure that Spark and Fixie both knew their duties while she was gone. Fixie, of course, was to continue repairing things as best she could with the tools on hand. Alice laid out a few silver coins for her to eat as needed and made sure that Numi told her, specifically, to run and hide should anybody break into the store. She was not to defend her things. After all, there would always be more to fix. 

Spark was given orders to patrol the inside of the store, but not outright attack anybody who entered unless they found Fixie. He was only to outright attack mice and vermin.

Alice worried for a few moments about how she was going to keep him fed, but Iggy assured her that Spark had eaten the mice that he found scurrying in the walls. There were plenty here and around the town to keep him satisfied. 

Alice shuddered but agreed.

Then, with clothes in hand and Numi holding her stash of coins in her storage stomach, Alice headed back out to the port.

It was a lovely walk, with Iggy flying on ahead and Numi scuttling in the nearby drainage ditches for any bits of treasure (she only found rusty nails). Prim, as usual, rode on her shoulder and chirped encouragingly whenever Alice’s energy began to flag.

When Alice got within view of the harbor, she saw several ships at port and went up to the first ship that was boarding passengers. It was about half the size of the vessel that had taken her over here, but it would do.

Perhaps it was because she was tired, and already worried about the travel ahead, but she found herself more brusque than usual.

“I need passage back to the capitol city,” she said to the Captain who was out welcoming people on board. “Is this the right ship for me?”

“Indeed it is, miss. You’re just in luck. We have a room available. Two gold.”

That was expensive. Alice narrowed her eyes. “And how long will this take?”

“The Sea Shanty is a fast ship, my dear,” the Captain said. He was about Alice’s age, unusual for this rank, and looked very smart with a fisherman’s vest, though he spoke to Alice as if she were much younger. “We can cross the passage in five days.”

Several days slower than her trip out here, and twice as expensive. Alice didn’t like the sound of that. Beggars couldn’t be choosers, but...

She reached into her pocket and pulled out one of the few coins she had that Numi was not carrying for her. She held up a blue steel coin to let the sun glint off its surface. “This is yours if you can get me there in three days.”

“Miss?” He blinked as if he had just been struck upside the head, and then immediately snapped into action. “Yes, miss! This way, miss! I assume you need a private room?”

He must have been flustered because he didn’t realize he had already offered that. “Yes,” Alice said, “and meal service.”

“Of course, miss. Let me take your bags—er—bag?” He looked at her, seeming to realize that she had not come with either heavy luggage or an entourage.

She smiled tightly at him. “Unfortunately, this was a last-minute journey. I will hold my bag.”

“Of course, miss, let me show you aboard...”

The room itself was much smaller than the suite she had on the way over. It had a bed, a little table for writing, and most importantly, a window. Alice opened it, letting her dragons in, and then fell upon the bed.

She was still tired from her long night and day. One night was not enough to catch up on her sleep debt. She was so exhausted that she fell asleep right away and did not feel the ship cast off into the sea.
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Alice woke several hours later with all of her dragons curled around her. 

Prim was curled up, rose gold and beautiful, by her neck. Every time Alice breathed in, she caught the sweet perfume of her dragon. Numi was draped over Alice’s stomach, a warm band that was as comforting as any blanket could be. Meanwhile, Iggy lay sphinx-like at the foot of the bed. He wasn’t completely asleep, but his eyes were half-lidded, and his head was pointed to the door, ever watchful.

At first, Alice wasn’t sure what had woken her. The light from the outside was indistinct, that of early evening. She must have slept right through the afternoon. Then she heard a gentle knocking on another door down the hall. Listening, she heard a room attendant ask the patron inside about dinner.

Either that noise or Alice’s awakening must have stirred the other two. Prim woke right away and listened, head cocked. Determining there was no danger, she preened her wings. 

Numi woke up with a groan, “I hate the ocean.” She dragged herself to the window to stick her head out. 

Alice hoped that she was just getting a bit of fresh air, but she doubted it. 

When the attendant knocked on her door, she bade the rest of her dragons to hide before she went to answer it. Alice cracked the door open and requested that the meal service be brought to her room instead of eating in the dining hall with the others.

She had a feeling she could get away with a lot of special requests with the promise of a blue steel coin. 

A hearty dinner of steak and potatoes was delivered shortly. But it wasn’t enough to feed Alice plus two hungry dragons. By this time, Numi felt poorly enough that she didn’t even want to eat so much as a copper coin.

But Alice had a plan for Iggy and Prim. It grew steadily darker, and some weak clouds were cast over the moon. She opened her window, and Iggy flew out eagerly, looking for fish. He returned soon with a wiggling jolly silver in his claws. 

“Unfortunately, I don’t think that I can take this to the kitchen again,” she said, looking down at the fish doubtfully. “I heard that you can eat fish raw.”

Prim made a face, though Iggy seemed intrigued. 

“I don’t see how it is very different from the mice that Spark and I have eaten,” he said.

“You’ve eaten mice?” Prim asked, horrified. Meanwhile, Numi made a retching sound and stuck her head again out the window.

“Yes, of course I have partaken a taste of my enemy,” Iggy said, looking shocked at Prim’s response. 

“Raw?” Alice asked. 

“Well, alive at any rate,” Iggy said. “They wiggle very nicely going down.”

Alice was not a squeamish girl, but that was a bit much for her. But before she could react, Iggy added, “But I do not believe we need to eat this fish raw.” 

He’d already dispatched it before he brought it into the room. Now, he held up his claws, and they glowed an ominous orange. His fire claws had activated.

They glowed brighter and brighter until Alice felt alarmed. She grabbed the half cup of water she had left over from her dinner in case the nearby drapes caught fire. 

Then Iggy plunged his claws into the fish. The flesh sizzled immediately, and Prim looked on, interested.

It took in total about ten minutes, and the spots where he plunged his claws in had gotten a little charred around the scales, but even Alice smelled that the fish was cooking. 

Unfortunately, she realized belatedly she had neither scaled the fish nor taken out the offal from its body, but her dragons didn’t seem to mind, and Prim only cared that the flesh was cooked.

Alice used a knife to split it down the middle. 

The two dragons dug in, and even though Alice knew it probably would not work, she did offer some to Numi, who shook her head and continued hanging it out the window.

At last, her dragons were fed, and Alice fell back asleep. 

The rest of the night passed quickly, and eventually, even Numi felt a little better. The next day, she pointed out some fingerling fish, each as long as Alice’s finger, schooling nearby. 

Iggy went out and collected much more, so they all had a bit of a midday meal, too.

The young captain was better than his word, and on the second day, they pulled into port.

It was so foggy that even as they pulled into the dock, Alice couldn’t see the city. She was familiar with this type of weather. It was a thick, soupy fog that sometimes rolled in on summer days, and for some reason, couldn’t easily be burned off by the sun. 

Out on deck, she strained to see the outlines of buildings, of anything familiar. She relaxed when she spotted some of the boat houses, some still missing rooftops or in a state of half repair after the attack on the city not too long ago.

I’m home, she thought, but that didn’t sit right anymore. She wasn’t exactly sure where home was—with the store or somewhere else. Perhaps home was wherever her dragons were. 

On disembarking, the captain saw all of his passengers off, and received praise for the quick travel. It looked like he had suffered for it. There were dark rings under his eyes as dark as bruises. 

He must have stayed up all night to ensure their safe passage, and Alice almost felt bad for him. 

She pressed the blue steel coin into his hand. “Thank you.”

He looked at it and the lines of exhaustion on his face stretched into a smile. “No, thank you. You have no idea how much this means to me, miss. If you need anything else in the future, please don’t hesitate to ask for me or the Sea Shanty.”

Just in case I have more blue steel coins on me, she thought with a smile, and promised that she would. 

However, she felt some of the passengers’ eyes on her as she left. Those who were observant couldn’t have failed to notice a little byplay between the two. Perhaps they understood the mystery of how they had gotten to port so quickly. 

As Alice walked, she murmured to Prim, who was hidden in camouflage on her shoulder, “Change my visage slowly. I don’t want anybody to recognize me or be able to follow us.”

With that in mind, she waited until she rounded the next bend and then changed her visible class from Apprentice Merchant to Maid. 

Apprentice Merchant was a high enough class to stand out to the wrong people, but no one looked too close at a Maid. 

The fog seemed to thicken as they got away from the harbor, and in some places, it was difficult to see more than twenty feet away. 

It was hard to tell for sure, but she thought that the streets had the usual amount of traffic to them. Certainly, most of the food vendors were open, but there was a strange tension thick in the air. It was as if the city was braced for another attack at any moment. 

She had to find Oliver and speak to him about the mines. Hopefully that didn’t mean going back to the estate, though she would do it if she absolutely had to. 

Above her head, she felt Iggy and Numi flying, safely hidden in the fog bank. At least it was good for something. 

She had turned down several streets and just got her bearings, trying to remember which direction to turn to go to the more expensive districts.

Suddenly, she heard a scuffling sound behind her, as well as heavy running footsteps. 

Alice started to turn when a figure of a man raced out of the fog. He threw something and a heavy, weighted net closed over her head. Alice was dragged to the ground.


Chapter Forty-Two




Of course the net didn’t only fall on Alice. Prim, as ever, sat on her shoulder.

Prim squawked and flailed, but was unable to move the net. However, the spacing was wide enough for her to squeeze through. 

Alice yelled, “Fly, get away!” 

She felt her dragon’s mental objection, but Alice’s command was firm and Prim wiggled out from between the wide netting, just in time for several men with the Worker tags to come running up to her.

Alice demanded haughtily, “What are you doing? How dare you?” 

It only took her a moment to remember that her visible class was a Maid, not an Apprentice Merchant. 

A Maid wouldn’t sound like that... but it had just come out so automatically.

The three men in Worker tags didn’t acknowledge her at all. 

“Stun her,” one said. 

Alice struggled and called out for help, but it was as if the fog had a dampening effect. Either that or people nearby heard the trouble and melted away. 

She heard her dragons, especially Iggy, yelling from above, but to the untrained ear, they almost sounded like distant seagulls. She felt that Iggy wanted to come down and defend her, to fight and claw the Workers. 

No, she thought fiercely. You will not.

Because despite the fact she was surprised, she was not overly frightened. More importantly, she was safe as long as her dragons were around. 

Dolly didn’t tell her much about the mining operation, but if she could get inside somehow… 

I am safe, she thought. You will not save me until I tell you to.

One of the Workers stepped up and jabbed a wand she had seen the magical classers use. 

Something sparked from it, and then there was an answering spark over her chest, just where the amulet lay against her skin. 

“What are you doing?” Alice asked.

The Worker reeled back, his heavy eyebrows pulled down in confusion. 

“It didn’t work,” another said. “Hit her with it again, idiot. Jab her good.”

Again, the Worker jabbed Alice with the wand, and again, she felt that answering spark from the amulet against her chest. 

The amulet had protected her not once, but twice. 

Alice let her body go limp and closed her eyes, feigning being stunned. 

“That worked,” one of the Workers remarked. “Robbie, I swear, you’d lose your way in a burlap sack.”

One of them snorted, and then Alice felt herself being picked up and flung across the man’s shoulder. Up above the fog, she heard a roar of outrage from Iggy. 

“Cripes, did you hear that?” one asked.

“I heard nothing. Let’s get out of here. The cart’s almost filled up. This should be the last of them.”

It took quick work for them to remove the net from around her. Alice kept her body limp. Then she was carried like a sack of potatoes across the street. The next thing she knew, she was placed not too gently in the back of an enclosed cart. 

The door slammed shut behind her, and Alice opened her eyes to see it filled with a bunch of people. All were of the lower classers, who had just gotten off a day of hard work, judging from the smell of body odor in the air.

There were some children as well, quiet and scared and tied up, unlike the adults. 

Perhaps the stunning spell didn’t work on children, or perhaps being stunned was dangerous for them. 

Up to the front of the cart, one of the Workers snapped the reins, and the cart moved.

“Where are they taking us?” Alice asked. Some of the adults looked at her, but there were no expressions on their faces. Their eyes were open and they could blink, but their bodies lay limp. 

One of the nearby children, a little girl with close-cropped short hair, said, “I don’t know. They said they’d kill us if they heard us speaking.”

Well, that explained why there was no screaming. “It will be okay,” Alice said, mentally calling her dragons.

A moment later came the sound of three thumps on the top of the cart. It was followed by a scrabbling sound of claws over wood. Then the sound of a jiggling lock at the back of the cart.

Alice acted fast. She was not tied up, and she reached into her pocket and pulled out her second amulet. Then she pressed it against the wrist of the man next to her who had a Bartender tag. She felt a soft spark at the moment of contact. 

He blinked and immediately straightened to a more comfortable position.

“What was that?” he asked, looking down at the amulet with fear and awe.

“Magic. I’m getting us all out. Here, press this amulet up against other people,” she directed. “I think it needs skin-to-skin contact. I’ll start untying the bindings around these children.”

The knots were not tight, but they were depressingly professional. Alice figured out the trick of pulling one loop that stuck out to the right. It loosened the rest of the knot.

She shushed the children as they tried to speak, and meanwhile, the cart trundled on. It seemed that the workers had a full load.

And soon, everybody’s stun was broken. The Bartender returned the amulet back to Alice with a bit of reverence in his eyes. 

They all looked at her. “Miss, what do we do next?” 

She checked her class and saw that it was still Maid, but everybody looked at her like she was a leader.

“What’s going on around here?” she asked instead. “Did anybody hear where they’re taking us?”

“Someone said that we belong to the mines now,” one of the boys said.

“They didn’t tell us anything,” said a General Laborer, and the rest nodded.

Two things happened at the same time. Alice heard a click, and then Numi said from the back door, “Alice, it’s unlocked.”

For a moment, Alice considered what to do. Should she get these people out, or wait until the cart traveled to… wherever the Workers meant to take them, then rescue more? The second option was far riskier, and would the people here listen to her if she told them to wait when freedom was only a few feet away?

And then someone from the outside screamed, and fire was visible outside between the slats in the walls. 

Iggy! She thought in frustration. He should have waited to attack!

The horses pulled to a stop, and there was yelling outside. Well, nothing for it now.

“Out the back door!” Alice yelled, pushing a woman with an Apprentice Weaver tag. “Hurry! Run, and don’t stop!”

The woman touched the door, and it swung open, thanks to Numi’s unlocking prowess. 

Immediately, men, women, and children scrambled out. The Workers didn’t try to stop them—from the sounds of it, they were distracted.

What is Iggy doing out there? Alice thought. She was the last out and when she turned, she saw it wasn’t her dragon at all.

No, three people with Elemental Wizard classes had surrounded the cart, front, right, and left, and shot magic at the Workers who used wands to shoot back. The Wizards had glowing magical shields in front of them to block the return fire, and at glance, the Workers had something similar. Or, at least, the fireballs and lightning strikes didn’t seem to harm them.

Alice had time only for a glance. She took her own advice and sprinted until she reached a low half-stonewall someone used as a property boundary. Ducking behind it, she watched the fight. It was all partially obscured in the thick fog, but she was close enough to see broad strokes.

She took a moment to change her visible class back to Apprentice Merchant. There was no doubt in her mind that the Workers had hunted low classers, and she had made herself a target by being a Maid.

Never again.

Iggy landed next to her, practically smoking with anger. “They never should have captured you—never should have even touched you! If it weren’t for the fog, I would have come down and destroyed them all!”

Alice shook her head and rested a comforting hand on his back. His scales were hot, but thankfully didn’t burn her to the touch. 

“No, dear. You did the right thing. Because you listened to me, we were able to free those other people. Although,” she added wryly, watching the battle continue, “they may have been freed, anyway.”

But a moment later, she wasn’t so sure.

One of the Elemental Wizards cast a fireball wide, and it struck the cart. The spell was more like liquid than flames, and splashed against the face of the cart, which immediately smoked. A moment later, fire caught the wood and spread unnaturally fast.

“No, you idiot! I wanted them alive—alive—alive!” a man yelled.

He had a hauntingly familiar voice, and Alice stiffened, trying to identify him through the growing gloom of fog and now smoke. Was that... Oliver?

One of the Wizards turned to snarl at him, “You know that stunning is harder than killing!”

“I don’t care. What do you think I pay you for?” the man snapped back.

The other wizards hesitated in their attack, and the false Workers took advantage of it. 

“Scatter,” one yelled, and they immediately did, jumping free. One knocked down an unprepared Wizard, and the rest pelted down the street, leaving the cart behind. 

“After them!” the familiar voice shrieked.

With a resentful look towards the speaker, the Wizards chased the false Workers. They were soon out of sight. 

Behind them came another man who darted straight for the burning cart. He was the owner of the familiar voice, and Alice received two nasty shocks.

The first was that it wasn’t Oliver at all, but Breyden, Dolly’s noble lover. The second was that he no longer had a Gentleman tag over his head anymore—the starting class for nobles. 

Now he wore an Apprentice Merchant tag.


Chapter Forty-Three




Breyden ran around the cart to look inside the main cargo area. He looked half deranged, his messy blond hair falling in his eyes and glasses half-askew on his face. That and the tweed vest he wore made him look like a fussy Tailor.

At first, Alice thought that he was checking for survivors, or anybody left in there. A moment later, he shook his head and cursed, throwing his hand up against the building heat. The fire still spread fast, aided both by the dry wood of the cart, and the magic feeding it.

“Help me!” he yelled in the direction the Wizards had gone, but all had chased after the fleeing Workers.

Breyden snarled something under his breath and climbed up to the driver’s seat.

The horses, Alice thought, and, leaving the protection of the low wall, went around to check on them. But either the workers had cut them loose during the fight or, more likely, one of the blasts from the wizards had set them free. The yoke was busted where it connected to the cart and the horses were gone.

Meanwhile, Breyden had abandoned his climb to the driver’s seat at the top of the cart. The fires had grown too fierce, and he was forced to leap away. 

“Iggy,” Alice said, “check the driver’s seat—that bench on top. Tell me if there’s anybody or anything there.”

Iggy immediately flew up, and within a few feet, his form was almost lost to the smoke and the fog. But then he appeared again for a moment, diving to the bench seat. She knew that his scales would protect him from much of the heat. Sure enough, he appeared again, flying upward and instinct had her hold out her hand. He flew above her, a shadow in the fog, and dropped something. She caught it. It was a thick envelope stuffed with what felt like papers.

“You should have given it to the man,” Prim called to Iggy. “Now you’ve drawn attention to Alice.”

Alice’s gaze flicked to Breyden, who had clearly followed Iggy’s flight with slack-jawed amazement and stared at Alice.

The man strode toward her. “Who are you?” But before she could answer, he added, “I saw you earlier—you came out of that cart.” He held out his hand. “Give that packet here.”

Alice backed away a step and hid the envelope behind her back. “Why did your people attack the cart?” she demanded.

“Oh, them—the wizards are gone. They’re mad dogs, but I promise to pay them, of course. It’s the only power I have left.” He snorted self-derisively. “Here, I’ll pay you for that packet. Give it here.” He searched his pockets for coins, seeming almost frantic.

Alice took a chance. “Why do you need it? Are you looking for Dolly?”

At her name, Breyden staggered in place, but just as fast, recovered and lurched toward her. For a moment, Alice was certain that he was about to reach for her throat. She stepped back again, but not fast enough.

Instead of her throat, he gripped her shoulders and started to say, “Where is she—?”

A moment later, a draconic figure in red swept down at a full dive over Alice’s shoulder from behind, at an angle to knock him away.

Breyden fell on his back, and Iggy was on him in a moment. 

“Iggy—no—stand down!” Alice said.

The red dragon snarled and swiped burning claws an inch from Breyden’s nose, making the former noble shriek, slightly high-pitched. Iggy jumped away, and a few flaps brought him to Alice’s shoulder. He was much heavier than Prim.

Breyden stared. “I thought that was a trained hawk or a falcon—it’s a dragon? Are you...” He stared at Alice with wide eyes.

“I’m a friend of Dolly’s,” Alice said. “She may have told you about me.”

He immediately climbed back to his feet. “They’ve taken her. But...” His eyebrows drew down in confusion. “You’re an Apprentice Merchant, too? And those... those things...”

His eyes swept over, unseeing Prim, and stared at Iggy.

At that moment, there was another call from the fog from one of the wizards. “Breyden—sir! Where are you?”

Alice took the moment of distraction to signal that Iggy should go. He leaped off her shoulder, and a moment later, he was lost in the fog.

The wizards showed up a few moments later.

Breyden glanced back at her. It was as if Alice read the thoughts running through his mind. He wondered if he should call back his wizards and use them to capture her.

Alice stared straight back at him, not flinching. “You don’t want to do that.”

As always, the little part of her that still remembered being a General Laborer was amazed and terrified at her own daring. She firmly told that part to shut up.

Breyden’s mouth half opened, and then he did a double take at Alice, as if seeing her for the first time. He turned back to the sound of the Wizards and called out, “Did you catch any of them?”

“They got away, sir.”

“Then sweep the area!” 

“Boss,” the Wizard called. He was close enough now that Alice saw his outline in the fog as he approached. “They’re probably long gone.”

Breyden clenched his fists. “Make sure of it. What else am I paying you for?”

The man hesitated, then melted back into the fog to do Breyden’s bidding.

Breyden turned back to Alice. “Where is Dolly?” he asked. “What do you know of her?”

“Last I saw her, she was safe,” Alice said, “but this is bigger than Dolly. So you answer my questions first. What was your plan, here?” She channeled her inner Numi and thought logically. “You couldn’t have possibly thought that she was in one of these carts. So... if you’re looking for her, why didn’t you follow the Workers where they’re going?”

“Don’t you think we’ve tried that?” Breyden snapped. “We can only follow them so far before they disappear right before our eyes. They have real magic users, not the bottom of the barrel Wizards I can afford.” He stepped forward, practically trembling. “Now, tell me about Dolly. You said she’s safe... does... does she blame me?”

“No,” Alice said. “She’s worried that you’re going to forget about her.”

“I would never do that!”

It must be love, Alice thought with a grimace.

Then, because Breyden looked like a mess, she spoke. She told him the rough outline of the mining town and how Dolly would likely dig out gold or gems for the Workers out in the wilderness, far beyond reach.

His face went paler and paler, until he interrupted and said, “Why didn’t you free her?”

“This is a large mining camp guarded by Sorcerers, and I don’t have any resources. My friends—” Her eyes flicked up to the sky meaningfully to indicate Iggy, “—don’t count. That’s why I came here. I meant to speak to Oliver.”

It took him a beat. “My brother? Don’t bother. He won’t have anything to do with me, and he won’t care a whit about Dolly.”

This was exasperating. Breyden was just as self-centered as Dolly in some ways. No wonder they were good together. “Well, I’ve got to try something.”

“I’ve been trying,” he started to say, then shook his head. “But... if you’re trying to take these people down, I’ll help in any way I can.” He looked at her then. There was something different in his eyes now. A little respect. “It seems you’ve been hit with the same curse I have... only I’m sure it’s a blessing for you.”

“What curse?” she asked.

He gestured to her. “Apprentice Merchant.”

She supposed that would be quite the step down for someone who was a noble, but thanks to her discussions with her dragons, she already had a story in mind. “I found a class seed. Afterwards, I was able to negotiate with other merchants for some dragon eggs.”

He grimaced. “So, you were given a gift to change your life and immediately went dark.”

“They are not dark,” Alice said, so fiercely that he looked taken aback. “And they’re going to help me rescue everybody else in that terrible mining camp, including Dolly. Do you think that’s dark?”

Breyden opened his mouth, then shut it and scowled. For a moment, she thought that he was about to lash out at her due to injured pride. Instead, he visibly mastered himself and shook his head. “I suppose not. I... I apologize,” he said, through slightly gritted teeth. “As for me, well, you were a General Laborer in my father’s estate, were you not? That’s what Dolly said.”

Alice nodded. He continued, “So, to me, Apprentice Merchant is more of a curse. I should have started out as a Gentleman once I got my class, but my family wasn’t always... what we were. Several generations ago, we were a Merchant family that became elevated. And sometimes, when a child is given their class, the System seems fit to not follow the parents, but elder generations. It’s rare, but it happens.”

“Oh.” She hadn’t ever heard that before. Her parents were always the lowest of the low, so it never mattered.

He shook his head and let out a breath, and Alice practically saw his anger come out with it. “It’s not all bad. If I were a Gentleman, I would have never been able to look at Dolly seriously, and...” He trailed off and grimaced.

Numi spoke up. She had kept out of sight all this time but had slunk close during their conversation to sit by Alice’s ankles. “You like the Merchant work,” she said. “I can smell the coins on you, and the ink on your fingers from ledgers.”

He stared down at her. “They talk?”

“They’re my friends,” Alice said. Then, realizing she was still holding the envelope, she quickly opened it. “What do you suspect was in here?”

“I hoped for a map to their headquarters.” Breyden came close and craned his neck to look. Alice half expected him to snatch it out of her hands, but either they had come to a half understanding, or he still respected the strength of her dragons because he let her pull out the pages. Unfortunately, there wasn’t a map. It was what looked like pay slips. Alice glanced over them, and the columns of numbers. They didn’t make much sense to her. She wasn’t really an Apprentice Merchant, after all. So she handed one to Breyden. “What do you think?”

He took it in at a glance and grimaced. “I think I better not show my Wizards this, because those so-called workers are being paid better.”

Then he froze. 

“What is it?”

“You know, perhaps my brother will care.” Then he tilted the piece of paper toward Alice, his thumb under a name by the signature for the pay slips. “Lord Murr.”

“Who’s that?”

“One of the most popular lords in the city, and my father’s direct competitor.”


Chapter Forty-Four




“I don’t know if we should trust him,” Alice said to Prim.

Numi and Iggy kept themselves out of sight. A few dozen feet away, Braeden talked to—really, lecturing—the Wizards he had hired.

Braeden’s body language was angry. And why not? Magic users should have been able to contain non-magic users. Yet, these Wizards had not done that, and one had even lost control of their magic.

The cart had fully burned down. The ashes were still flaming merrily in a way that was completely unnatural. Definitely magic-enhanced. That had been quite a spell that, in Alice’s opinion, should never have been pointed toward anything living.

What if there had been people inside of that cart? Alice shuddered.

By now, people walked around the streets nearby, though they kept a very wide berth around the ashes. Alice saw no signs of the people who had escaped the Workers earlier. She didn’t blame them for getting as far away as possible.

She watched Breyden for a moment, and noticed that while he gave them a dressing down, he still passed a little bag of what Alice assumed were coins, to the leader.

Prim must have noticed too because she said, “I am not sure I trust him either, but if he were untrustworthy, surely he would take this opportunity not to pay his people. Besides, you have Iggy and Numi as well as me to protect you.”

“He doesn’t know how many dragons I have,” Alice said quietly. Prim’s camouflage by now was so good that even though Braeden was right next to her, he made no indication that he had spotted her.

“And you do have another if you need it?”

Alice looked at her, surprised. “What do you mean?”

Had Spark found a way to tag along without her knowing? No. She would have felt that.

Prim cocked her head. “Did you not see that you have another aspect token?”

“I thought that... What?” Alice’s eyes unfocused as she took a look at her status and realized that Numi had gained another level, as did Iggy. That had pushed her up as well.

She must have received the notification, but it happened either during the stress of getting captured or right after when they were trying to escape. She had automatically dismissed it.

That made her feel a little better in several ways. Not only did she have another dragon friend if she needed it—even if it would be a hatchling—the fact Numi was still gaining experience was a good sign. She was very likely doing that through Fixie, which meant that the little dragon was back at the store, madly fixing things. That would not be happening if the store was ransacked again. Probably.

So, she was in a much better mood when Breyden turned from the Wizards and approached her. The Wizards, in their turn, walked away, and looked like they were haggling over the coins in the bag.

“You dismissed them?” Alice asked.

“They were useless, and as you saw, unskilled.” He gestured with annoyance to the still flaming ashes. “That will take hours to snuff out,” he said, “and by then, the streets will be badly damaged. The stone will have to be replaced, and it’s not like the people in here have the money to do it. There will be a pit for months.” He looked like he wanted to spit in disgust.

Alice wasn’t sure what to say. She wasn’t sure if Breyden was annoyed that the city property had been damaged, or that the people in this poor district would have to deal with the problem. It seemed very much unlike a man who was noble-born.

So she changed the subject. “Are you still willing to lead me to your brother?”

His face screwed up, and he looked no happier. “We will try to talk sense into him. You do realize that I have asked for his help before?”

“When Dolly went missing?” Alice asked.

He nodded once, angry and sharp. “I lowered myself and begged, but there was ‘nothing he could do’.” He said the last few words mockingly.

“What happened the night that she was taken by the workers?”

“My father summoned me for one of his dreary meetings. He’s upset that I haven’t reached Gentleman rank in the noble class yet.” He gave a bitter laugh. “I’m afraid he’s all but cut me off by now, but it doesn’t matter. When I returned, Dolly was gone. To add salt to the wound, our rooms were burglarized either at the same time, or after. Nearly all my funds were gone, and I only had enough coin to hire those Wizards. You saw how effective they were.”

Breyden was pompous and Alice wasn’t sure she liked him very much, but it was clear that he intended to spend the last of his dwindling funds on trying to find Dolly.

A new idea struck her, but as she wasn’t sure how far she trusted him, she kept the idea to herself, for now.

“Well, let’s see if I have any more luck getting through to your brother,” she said. “Lead the way.”

He did, leading her through the city on foot without mentioning renting a horse or a cart to take them. Probably another reflection of his dwindling funds.

Overhead, the sun finally won out its battle over the fog, and there were even patches of blue to be seen through the gray. Iggy kept out of sight for the most part. There were enough seabirds in the air that no one bothered to look up at a small shadow passing overhead. Alice did not look upward, either, as she did not want to draw Breyden’s attention to Iggy.

One day, her dragons would be too big for that trick, she thought. Her mind spun back to the wild hatchling dragon who was already too large for it.

A few more blocks down, Breyden stopped. “Here it is: the Protectorate Guild.”

She could have guessed that even without the sign. It was at least ten stories tall and entirely gilded in marble and flashing gold that caught the thin sunlight through the fog. In the bright light of noon on a clear day, it must be blinding. Alice made a face.

He laughed. “Gaudy, isn’t it? I never liked it much, either.”

She smiled back at him, realizing what she was doing, then schooled her features again. “Well, I suppose they could get away with all the gold as they don’t have to worry about thieves.”

He nodded, but his expression had turned sour again. “We can go in, but now that Father has cut me off, there’s little chance Oliver will have anything to do with me.”

“I know, but he may see me.” She took a breath, gathered her courage, and looked at Prim. “Wait for me outside.”

She knew the moment that Prim must have popped back into view for Breyden, because he stumbled back. “Another one?”

Alice and Prim ignored him. Prim turned to her. “Are you certain?”

“There may be Sorcerers who can see through your illusions in there, and the last thing I need is for you to be trapped. But if I call for you...”

“We will come,” Prim said, then took off into the sky.

“How many dragons do you have?” Breyden asked.

She looked at him. “The less you know, the better.”

With that, Alice walked to the front door of the building. To her surprise, Breyden followed her.

The front attendant opened the doors for her, and she stepped into a wide marble room. It was impressive, but terribly echoey. Conversations seemed to bounce off the walls, and she clearly heard the murmurs of a small group huddled twenty feet away. 

“Some people are saying that this fog isn’t natural,” one said. 

“Wizards aren’t having an effect on it...”

“Even if that were true, what would that mean?” 

The voices fell into indistinct murmurs as she made her way to the front desk.

The woman with a Receptionist tag looked mildly curious at Alice, but was less than impressed when she spotted Breyden.

“I thought you were warned not to come around here,” she said to him. Then she looked at Alice. “Did he talk you into this, missy?”

“No, I’ve come to see his brother, Oliver. Can you send him a message that Alice Turner would like to speak to him?.” 

The receptionist gave her a hard look. “Our members aren’t to be summoned for minor things. You had better have a good reason.” 

“I do,” Alice said. “It’s Protectorate business.” 

The receptionist sniffed, but pressed several orbs on her desk.

Alice stepped back, feeling a flutter of nervousness in the pit of her stomach, but it wasn’t too bad. Not even as much as she had felt when she had first walked into a hotel lobby for the first time. Had that been only a couple of weeks ago? It felt like a lifetime.

As she waited, she mentally checked in on her dragons. She felt Numi wandering around, likely searching for any coins that were dropped along the sides of the street. Iggy flew somewhere above. She missed the comforting weight of Prim on her shoulder, but was glad that she was not with Alice, and therefore not in any danger. 

Then Alice remembered she had another aspect token to use. She hadn’t had time to think much about that, but was happy to confirm that it was for a full aspect, not another sub-aspect. She looked forward to meeting a new friend. 

Oliver arrived through the front door within a few minutes, which was a much shorter time than Alice had expected. He must have been close by.

It was obvious that he and Breyden were brothers, though Oliver had broader shoulders, and a more authoritative air about him. His expression darkened when he saw Breyden.

“Breyden,” he said, with a chilly nod to his brother. Then his eyes flicked to Alice and he grew visibly confused.  “Do I know you?” 

Oh, that was right. The last time, Prim had changed her appearance in several small ways to make her harder to recognize again. 

“I’m Alice,” she said. “We met before, during the attack on the city. My—” She hesitated, and lowered her voice, remembering how conversation bounced around the lobby. “The tamer.” 

His eyes lit up. “Oh, of course! Have you, uh, done something with your hair?” 

Clearly impatient, Breyden interrupted. 

“Oliver, you asked for more evidence. Now I have it.” 

He reached into his pocket, but Oliver made an exasperated sound. The next thing Alice knew, she was pulled to the side of the lobby along with Breyden. There was a shallow alcove nearby with tables and chairs. No one sat, though Oliver looked like he dearly wanted to pin Breyden to the wall.

“It’s about those Workers again, Breyden?” Oliver grit his teeth. “I told you to drop this.” 

“Why?” Alice asked, flaring up. “Because they only attack low classers?” 

“Is that what he told you?” Oliver asked, turning to her.

Alice plowed on. “If you’re aware of the Workers and what’s happening in the city, then why are you allowing it?” she asked.

She didn’t know why she was surprised. This was the way Nobles acted, but Oliver had seemed so strangely pure during the attack on the city. She had hoped he would be better than the usual high classer.

Oliver let out a breath through his nose. “It’s an ugly little secret of the city, and none of us like it. But the leadership, including the royal family, sees it as an ugly blessing. General Laborers and other low classers have no choices and very little opportunity when they’re put out on the streets. And if someone sweeps them up and takes them to a place that is in need of workers, well. It’s not pretty, but at least it gives them food and work and purpose.”

“Against their will,” Alice said, “they ought to be given a choice.”

He looked pained. “Miss, many people see the low classers as mere children, unable to make those decisions. I sympathize with your position,” he said to Breyden, who was silently stewing. “But if you hadn’t taken that girl away from the estate and cloistered her away in your house, she would have been safe behind walls.”

Breyden obviously couldn’t hold it in anymore. “They’re not just taking the lowest.” He jabbed a finger at Alice. “They caught her up in one of their nets.”

Oliver looked surprised, and then pained. “They’re not supposed to do that, but I’m certain all would have been resolved shortly. Anyone with eyes can see you’re an Apprentice Merchant.”

Except her visible class had been Maid at the time, which meant those folks were being swept up as well.

“I can’t believe you, of all people, are saying this! I thought you were about justice,” Alice said, “and saving the city.”

“I am. But as I said, the king and queen have approved of it, to keep poverty at bay in the city. I don’t like it, but I would risk my spot as a city defender in the Protectorate if I moved against them. As much as you want it otherwise,” he added to his brother.

“Yes, but are the King and Queen aware that certain nobles benefit from free labor, and the gold they mine?” With that, Breyden thrust the payroll slips into Oliver’s hand.

Oliver looked down at them. “What is this?”

With an annoyed growl, Breyden showed him the signature. “Lord Murr is the one paying the Workers who are clearing the streets.”

Oliver stared at the slips for a moment. “That is... unusual, and I can bring this in for a formal investigation.” He lowered the paystubs. “But you know how these things are. Many inspectors are tied up in bureaucracy. This is not going to get your, uh, lover back.” He seemed pained at the word lover.

Alice had heard rumors that Nobles could be like this, more tied up in laws and their own honor than anybody of sense could imagine, but she’d never seen it for herself.

Then she was struck with a burst of inspiration.

“They’re taking the low classers to a mining site,” she said.

“Yes, I had heard rumors of that. Out on the other side of the bay and somewhere in the distant wilderness?

“Well,” she pressed. “Did you know they’re capturing wild dragons at the site, forcefully taming them and bringing them under their control?”

That got Braden and Oliver’s attention. Both stopped and stared straight at her, shock written on their faces.

“They’re what?” Oliver said.

“Taming dragons?” A creaky voice came from just to the side of Alice. “Like you, dear?”

Alice turned to see a woman of incredible old age standing nearby. She was a tiny thing, holding a cane. Though her eyes were milky and blind, she stared straight at Alice as if she could see her.

To the side, Oliver gave a gasp and swept into a deep bow. Only a beat later, Breyden did the same.

Alice didn’t understand until she saw the class tag over the woman’s head.

Seer.

“Who is this?” Braden asked.

“Mistress Seer... we’re sorry for disturbing you,” Oliver said, even though the woman had clearly approached them.

The Seer held up a tiny hand, flat out, stopping him. Her milky eyes were still fixed on Alice. “Follow me, She of Many Dragons,” she said. “We have much to discuss.”


Chapter Forty-Five




Alice numbly followed the Seer up a winding staircase and down several opulent hallways on the third level.

Her heart thumped hard in her chest from worry. It didn’t help that every time she glanced at Oliver, he looked no happier. He kept glancing at her, too, his expression a mix of confusion and anxiety.

It was clear that this person, this Seer, was someone of great importance and power.

She had seen through Alice, despite being blind.

The woman trailed one hand over the wall as she walked and then finally stopped at a door, pushing it open. “Please, step into my office.”

It was a large, airy area with rich wooden furniture and tall wide windows, even though the occupant could not see outside. From there, Alice saw a vista of the city all the way down to the harbor. In any other circumstance, it would be beautiful.

The Seer pointed unerringly to the windows. “Please call your dragons in.”

Alice shivered. The woman knew so much, there didn’t seem to be much of a point in denying their existence. “Are you going to hurt them?” she asked instead.

She had never heard of someone of a Seer class having any magical abilities other than to see into the future. And certainly there weren’t any weapons on the frail old woman. That wouldn’t stop her from ordering someone in charge to attack her dragons.

The seer let out a croaky laugh. “No harm will come to your beasts.”

Alice hesitated and in that moment, Oliver stepped in.

“Mistress Seer, if you forgive my confusion. I knew her as some sort of Tamer merchant class. But I don’t understand why you are accepting of them.”

“Dragons are the vermin,” the Seer said, “and this young lady is the vermin catcher.”

Alice did not like the sound of that. But then the Seer added, “Many may not like the methods, but she is as necessary to a functioning society as anybody in the Protectorate Guild.”

“But only dark classers have dragons,” Breyden said. “You cannot deny that they are beasts of evil.”

“They are traditionally the tools of Dark Lords, which is why it is important for us to have someone on the side of good who can manage those tools safely.” She turned her blind eyes to Alice. “Now, bring in your dragons, or do you doubt my honor?”

That was a loaded question. Alice knew that honor was important for all nobles. She found herself glancing at Oliver, and when he nodded, she took heart. She went to the window, and it swung open easily on well-greased hinges to let in the smell of the sea and salt wind. Then, mentally, she called Prim, Iggy, and Numi.

If nothing else, she would have her dragons with her if the ax fell.

Her dragons swooped in at once. Prim took her usual place on Alice’s shoulder while Iggy found a place on the high rafters. Numi landed on the ground and her attention was torn between the people in the room and the baubles on the high shelving.

“Are those three all you have?” the Seer asked.

Alice wondered if the woman was blind at all, but bit back the question and shook her head. “I have two more back across the sea.”

“Are they all dangerous?” Oliver asked, then shook his head. “No, never mind that. I remember seeing them fight those lighting beasts.”

From up high in the rafters, Iggy rumbled, “I will defend Alice.”

The Seer did not seem bothered. “Yes, yes. Just as someone with a Wizard class would use their magical aspect to defend them. Or a Sorceress, their tools.”

“Excuse me.” Breyden stepped forward. “Alice and her dragons are very interesting, but we came to the Protectorate for another purpose—”

The Seer nodded once. “Yes, those Workers who are slowly pillaging our city for lower classers.”

“How did you know—” Breyden started.

Oliver hissed. “She is the Elder Seer. How do you think she knows?”

The Seer’s lips turned down. “That, and you were being loud enough that someone who has not been trained to hear would have heard.”

Alice reached up to touch Prim for inner strength. That helped her gather the courage to ask the question that had been bothering her. “Do these Workers have anything to do with the attack on the city a few weeks ago?”

The Seer smiled. “There is a little doubt. There is also little doubt we Seers have foreseen another rise of a Dark Lord. But proving the connection, even among ourselves, is another thing entirely. The people behind the Workers operate inside the bounds of the law, and so must we.”

“That’s what I’ve been trying to tell him,” Oliver growled with a look at his brother.

Alice pressed on. “But you are Seers. Everyone should listen to you! If you told the king and queen, can’t they do something? A raid on the facilities for evidence, perhaps? We have a pay slip from Lord Murr—”

Oliver was the one who answered. “No. If they did, more than three quarters of the noble family would object outright. Because outwardly, Lord Murr is working within the bounds of the law. Anything found through an illegal investigation would be the fruit of a poisoned tree. There are many examples in the past of a king and queen overstepping their power, which is why the nobles must stand strong.”

“And yet,” the Seer said, “we have foreseen that an answer would come. Now, it looks like one has.”

She turned her face toward Alice.

“Me?” Alice said.

“Your class is allowed and expected, specifically, to oversee dragons,” she said. “Beasts that are traditionally only allowed with specialized licenses. And I can tell you that no such licenses have been issued within the past half-dozen years. We keep an eye on such things.”

Breyden jumped in. “That’s it! We have her testimony that the Workers are using wild dragons. So that can be the opening the Protectorate needs to bring them all down.”

She shook her head. “As I said, this girl is the exterminator. She must do her job, under our banner.”

Alice didn’t know what that meant. Did they want her to kill the wild wood dragons?

No. She would never. But she could make them go away.

Oliver seemed unsure as well. “Only she can do it?” 

The Seer nodded. “Alice Turner,” she said, which sent a thrill down Alice’s spine because she did not remember giving the woman her name. “You can either join the Protectorate guild and get resources for your quest, or you can be charged as a criminal for holding dragons without a license.”

There was a silent beat. 

“I... suppose then I will join the Protectorate Guild,” Alice said. “I meant to declare my intention anyway.”

“Excellent,” the Seer said. “So to deal with our little problem of the illegal taming of dragons… Tell me, girl, what do you need?”

It was the same phrase that Prim usually asked, and Alice thought that there was something very Prim-like in her expression. Wise. And also somewhat empathetic, because the Seer may have foreseen her coming, and there was no doubt that she was using Alice for something that she could not do. 

“If I am going to confront the mining village,” Alice said slowly, feeling out the words as she spoke them, “then I will need a team to protect me, as my dragons do. Oliver and Breyden, to start.”

“No,” Oliver said. “He is in the Protectorate. He’s an Apprentice Merchant.”

“The woman I love is over there,” Breyden said firmly. “I’m going.”

“He can be protected,” Alice said, grabbing her free amulet, and handing it over to Breyden. “Put this on and make sure the back is always touching your skin.”

He did without any objection, but with a smug look toward his brother, who scowled.

The Seer still looked expectantly at Alice.

“I don’t know what else I need,” Alice said.

“A ship?” Prim whispered.

“Ah, yes, I suppose I’ll need a way to travel over there?”

“A portal will be given to you, of course,” the Seer said.

She had no idea what that meant, but it sounded good. 

Oliver broke off his glaring contest with his brother to add, “I would like to suggest we take a Sorceress, too. Samantha would be glad to help.”

Alice nodded and took a breath, then steadied herself and looked right at the Seer. Despite the fact she was blind, it still felt uncanny to look into her eyes. It was as if she dared to stare into a vast well of power. “I intend to free those dragons. They won’t be killed,” she said. “They are not vermin.”

“I understand you don’t think of them that way,” the Seer said. “You are given some leeway due to your unusual class, but once they are freed, they will not be allowed to attack a kingdom-owned human settlement, or you will be held responsible.”

“They won’t,” she said. “They’re being held by enchanted chains.”

“Then the choice to add a Sorceress is a sound one. They can enchant objects.”

Numi tugged on Alice’s pant leg. When she looked down, the little dragon asked. “How do we know any of this is authorized?”

“She’s right,” Alice said. “The Protectorate guild will not lift a finger to stop the Workers or investigate the mine, and I only have your say-so that this is okay.”

Oliver sucked in a breath. “She is an Elder Seer. You cannot question her like this!”

But the Seer did not seem concerned either by Numi speaking or Alice’s question. With a small smile, she walked unerringly to a nearby bookshelf. She ran her hands up its length until she pulled out two rolls of parchment paper. “I have the contract outlining your duties for this mission, which young Oliver here will verify, I am allowed to assign. And,” she added, holding up a second roll, “this is a written oath to be a part of the Protectorate Guild.” She winked at Alice. “I suggest you sign. It comes with a nice stipend.”


Chapter Forty-Six




Alice had thought, or at least had been given the very strong impression, that joining the Protectorate was simply a formality to make what she wanted to do legal. She had taken the Seer’s comment about a stipend as a joke.

After signing the written documents with a golden pen, she gathered her dragons and left the room with Oliver and Breyden to meet up with Samantha. However, once she stepped outside the door, she was met by two attendants so identical that they must be twins, and so nondescript that she couldn’t tell their gender.

One bowed deeply to her. “We are to escort She of Many Dragons downstairs so she may receive her kit.”

Alice didn’t know what that meant, but Oliver glanced at her and said, “It will be okay. I’ll contact Samantha on your behalf. When do you want to leave for the mission?”

She blinked and remembered again that she was supposed to be the leader. Her. Alice. A nobody.

No. Alice, who was She of Many Dragons.

“As soon as possible,” she said.

“Very well,” Oliver said, and elbowed Breyden, who nodded.

“Good,” Breyden said. “The sooner we start, the sooner I can find Dolly.”

Alice nodded and then followed the twins.

Then came a very odd half hour where she was measured and given clothing. There was no official uniform for Protectorate guild members, aside from a badge that she could use as identification. It had the stamp of the kingdom on it and was very likely the most official thing that she had ever touched. In addition, she was given three pairs of soft shirts, and two trousers in her size, as well as one skirt.

Alice tried to object. “I don’t have anywhere to put these—”

So, she was also given a bag that had spatial aspects to allow for storage. Numi helpfully informed her that it was worth several blue steel coins.

“And of course, collars for your dragons,” one twin said. “We must ensure that people know that they are tame.”

The other twin led to her a table practically glittering with collars of all sizes.

“How do you already have collars ready for them?” Alice asked.

One of the twins smiled at Alice’s baffled look. “You’re not the only Protectorate member with familiars.”

Alice did not like the idea of collaring her dragons, but Prim, Numi, and Iggy seemed to have other ideas.

Prim immediately picked out one that was bedecked in false gems that glittered in the light. Iggy picked out a fierce collar with spikes, and then a second smaller one for Spark. Numi chose a utilitarian leather harness with loops along the straps where she could carry tiny scrolls and tools. Like Iggy, she chose a second smaller version of her own harness for Fixie.

As Alice watched them, her mind drifted back to the strange encounter with the Seer. The blind woman had known exactly who Alice was, of her dragons, and of her requests for the mining town.

Her class was terrifying. How long had she known about Alice?

I bet from the second that I got the class seed, she thought. But… if she had approached me before, I may have run away. She only met me now, when I saw how much was at stake and was ready to join the Protectorate.

That was a much more comforting thought than being a game piece on someone else’s board.

Putting that out of her mind for now, Alice double checked that her spatial travel bag was packed with clothing, as well as some basic supplies she had requested from the twins. Then she asked to be escorted back up to her team.

“My team,” she murmured to herself, “imagine that.”

“It is good practice,” Prim said, “for when you have entire flocks of dragons to call upon. Then you will have some sympathy for what I will have to deal with managing.”

She snorted and reached up to scratch Prim under the chin.

Her team was indeed waiting for her in what a sign said above was a ‘launch room’.

Oliver and Breyden had not had the same outfitting Alice had enjoyed. Breyden looked more bookish and less impressive than ever as he put at least six feet of space between his brother and the newcomer, Samantha. She wore long robes of blue and purple that looked like they had never seen dust since the day they were sewn. And she looked at Alice with a frank, assessing gaze.

“So, you have joined the side of good after all,” she said. “And are trying to redeem Breyden. My, you have been busy.”

“I have always been on your side,” Alice replied quietly. “Now, it is simply on paper.”

She made a ‘hmm’ sound and looked away. Alice took that for a minor win.

One of the twin assistants turned to Alice and handed her what looked like a simple glass stone. It was no bigger than the top joint of her thumb. 

“This is a portal back to this room,” the attendant said. “To activate it, simply drop it in water. A glass will work, though it will shatter once the portal is open. However, we will launch you to your destination point from here.”

“Do you know where to go?” Alice asked, surprised.

In answer, Samantha said, “That is the purview of sorcerers and usually none of your business, but yes. The portal is ready.”

Yet another coincidence that made her think that this was a setup. Then she realized that everybody was looking at her. She swallowed hard and said, “I can deal with the dragons, I believe, but there will be at least two other Sorcerers, and I don’t know how many Wizards along with them. We shall be outnumbered if it comes to a fight.”

“I shall assist, of course,” Iggy said.

Alice smiled at her dragon. “If things get too bad, then I will activate the portal back here.”

Breyden started to object, but Alice said, “There will be other opportunities to rescue Dolly. But today, my main concern is the wood dragons.”

“Of course it is,” Samantha said, her voice acerbic.

Oliver gave her a look. “That is our excuse to make this investigation. It is what makes us all legal.”

Alice nodded once. “The last time I saw the wood dragons, they were covered by enchanted chains.” She looked at Samantha. “Do you have any magic to free them?”

Samantha frowned and then dug in a pack that lay near her hip. She pulled out a slim crochet needle. Cupping it in her hand, she brought it to her lips and whispered to it. Then, pulling her hand away, the needle glowed and twisted so that the hook lengthened and became flat on one end.

“Oh, is that a lock pick?” Numi asked and leapt into the air to get a closer look.

“Yes, now shoo!” Samantha snapped. “This isn’t for you! Alice, control your beast.”

“Give the pick to Numi,” Alice said. “She can pick any lock.”

“With this, anybody could pick any lock,” Samantha grumbled, but held the lock pick out. The little green dragon darted in and snatched it up, bringing it close to her yellow bug eyes. Then she reached over and stuck it into one of the small loops in her harness before winging back to Alice.

“Prim,” Alice said, “make me a regal woman.”

It wouldn’t do if anybody from the village recognized her. Especially if they failed and had to sneak in again at a later time.

She felt Prim’s magic settle over her, and Breyden’s eyebrows rose. Oliver seemed intrigued, but also relieved. Alice suspected that she now looked much more like the woman that he had seen during the lightning attack.

“Is everybody ready?” Alice asked softly.

They nodded.

Samantha said, “Let’s get this over with so I can get my reward.”

“Reward?” Alice asked.

“Yes,” she smiled. “I was promised hazard pay.”

Well, that explained why Samantha was there. And possibly Oliver, too, she thought with a twinge that she quickly pushed away. Turning, Alice nodded to the twins, who activated the portal.

Prim whispered in her ear, “This is potent magic. Anybody with a magical class will be able to feel this from miles away.”

Which meant that the sorcerers and wizards at the mine would be alerted that they were going in.

Alice nodded. “Very well.” And, since she was the leader, she stepped forward.

In the next step, she stood outside. It was a sunny day with the air smelling like the pine forest all around.

Her eyes adjusted and she recognized the longhouse barracks and the well-built houses of the mining town. In the distance, she heard mine carts trundling up rails and saw a large pile of black coal being dumped out from one of them. 

They had arrived in the middle, not near the mining village, but in the middle of it. 

Iggy immediately flew up into the sky to take stock, while Numi looked on. “Oh, I like this. It is much better than using a ship. Let’s use portals from now on.”

Less than three seconds later, Breyden, Oliver, and Samantha all appeared at her side.

“Where is she?” Breyden asked, looking around, then called out, “Dolly?” 

There was no answer, but at this time of the day, Alice would not be surprised if most of the workers were in the mines. 

At the next moment, they heard twin roars, and they were so much louder than any that Alice’s were able to produce. They were the sounds of giant, mature dragons.

The wood dragons must have been on separate outer patrols because they flew in from the east and the west.

Unlike in the other night, a rider garbed in loose sorcerer robes of purple and red sat on their backs, one hand holding the restraining chains.

Despite Alice’s fear and shock, she couldn’t help but notice the dragons were magnificent in flight. It was a little like seeing an ancient oak tree cast itself through the air. Though there were no leaves, their thinner limbs, tail, and bark-like scales gave the impression of training branches.

It was a rather ominous sight and Alice saw Breyden and Samantha take a step back. The portal they had just come through still spun ten feet behind them.

Oliver must have seen the same because he snapped. “Don’t think about going back that way. These portals are one-way to prevent an invasion force from entering the heart of the protectorate.”

“I know that, Oliver!” Samantha said in a scathing tone, though Alice noticed she turned her attention forward.

Breyden swallowed hard and nodded.

The wood dragons landed simultaneously, not twenty feet away. Their eyes had lost all of their previous friendliness. They were fully under the Sorcerer’s control and looked like wild beasts.

It was the man on the male wood dragon’s back who spoke. “This is private property. I hope you have a good explanation for portaling in here.”

Give some credit to Oliver. He stepped forward to meet the challenge. “We have been charged with an inspection of your grounds, and your beasts, by the authority of the Capital Protectorate.”

The woman who sat on the neck of the female wood dragon sneered. “The Capital has no authority here.”

“Is that what you tell Lord Murr, who hails from the Capitol, when he pays you from his estate funds?” Oliver asked. He turned slightly and either it was an effect of the sun or a bit of magic, but the stamp of the Protectorate Guild seemed to glint off his chest as if it were made of crystal.

Her gaze darkened and she exchanged glances with the other Sorcerer.

Oliver looked to Alice, who suddenly felt very, very out of her depth. The plan had sounded like a good one in the Seer’s rooms, but now hearing Oliver speak, she realized had only a passing idea of the laws and who had authority where.

But it hardly mattered, did it? Her business was with the dragons, and she was only using the law as a tool to set them free.

“I… I need to see your licenses for those dragons.” Her voice came out much thinner than Oliver’s ringing tone.

“This is ridiculous,” the male Sorcerer said. “Everything has been approved.”

Breyden stepped up. “Then you will not have any issues with us conducting interviews with your low classers as well. That is the way to show they have not been forcefully detained, or abused.”

The two scoffed at that and then the male Sorcerer yanked the chains of his dragon and said simply, “Kill them.”


Chapter Forty-Seven




The male wood dragon opened his mouth. Though Alice could not see the magic, she sensed it sharply building. It felt like a prickling against the inner part of her heart where her class lived.

Without thinking, she stepped forward and reached for that spot in her heart. The place where She of Many Dragons nestled.

“No.”

The wood dragon hesitated with a choked off sound.

Do you wish to make this dragon an aspect of your class?

No, she thought fiercely.

The chains tightened painfully around the wood dragon in punishment for his hesitation.

Samantha yelled out behind Alice and cast out her hands. Pink lightning shot out from equally pink fingernails.

The male Sorcerer was ready, however, and yanked the wood dragon’s chains up. Samantha’s lightning hit him instead.

Alice cried out in horror, and from the next moment on, it was a free-for-all.

Oliver stepped forward with one of his shields which stopped rocks that had been flung out of seemingly nowhere from the female Sorcerer.

Breyden broke and ran—as well as he should, because he was not any kind of combat fighter.

Neither was Alice, and she was now a target. A few of the rocks that were aimed at Oliver twisted unnaturally in mid-air and came for her.

Iggy roared and Alice felt more than saw him dive, but there was little fire could do against earth and he was too far away to fling himself between Alice and the rocks.

Instinctively, Alice brought up her hands to protect her face, bracing herself for the pain.

Then the amulet that lay against her skin warmed to an almost uncomfortable heat.

Three feet from her head, the rocks became dust and fell to the ground at her feet.

For a second, the fighting stopped and became stunned silence.

The female Sorcerer stared at her. Then her face twisted in hate. “She has one of our amulets!”

“What?” her partner yelled. “You dare!” He raised his hand to fire another terrible spell at Alice.

Then there was a shriek to the side as Iggy, who had just come out of his dive, struck the female Sorcerer so hard, it knocked her off the wood dragon’s back.

She screamed as her clothing caught fire, courtesy of Iggy’s burning claws.

At the same time, a shield bubble encased Alice and caught the green spell the other Sorcerer had thrown at her.

More lightning cracked from Samantha as she aimed at him in retaliation. She might not have liked Alice very much, but she was quick in a fight.

Meanwhile, the female wood dragon thrashed, fighting chains that slowly became tighter around her as she disobeyed her own orders to attack.

Alice still felt that prickling magic and met it with a will of her own, forcing the wood dragons not to submit to the will of the Sorcerers—though it ripped at her heart because their defiance caused them agony.

Oliver yelled and pointed. “They have more reinforcements coming!”

Sure enough, a double handful of men and women poured from the fancy houses on the other side of the camp.

Alice could not tell how many were Sorcerers and how many were Wizards. Or if it even mattered.

They had attracted plenty of attention from the non-magical classers as well. Hearing the noise, people looked on from the mouth of the mine and around the walls of the long barracks. Some of them held picks and shovels, and quite a few didn’t look too friendly toward Alice’s group.

No doubt there were those among them who liked their new positions better than starving in the street. Others likely saw this as a scrap between high classers and didn’t care who won and who lost. But chances were, they would go after the losers when ordered.

I am a fool, Alice thought. I should have brought more people with me. I didn’t expect this fight, and I should have. Why did I think I had any business managing people and not dragons…?

Just then, the female wood dragon gave a bellow—not of pain, but of relief.

She shook her head. The once restraining chains went loose and free. Then she reached up with two delicate claws and pulled at either side of the ring that pierced the middle of her nose.

It came apart, and she tossed her head and bellowed again.

Then she turned very angry eyes on the oncoming Wizards and Sorcerers.

Behind her, Numi was briefly visible in a green flash as she scuttled from the female wood dragon to the male, the lock pick in her paw.

The freed wood dragon snarled something Alice didn’t understand except that it was full of anger. She launched herself heavily into the air and flew straight toward the oncoming Wizards.

Some of them had the presence of mind to send elemental attacks toward her. But thick roots immediately tore themselves out of the ground at their feet and wrapped around their ankles, dragging them off balance. Then the female roared a green light, and those roots grew thorns.

Several water jets managed to smack into her, but Alice could not tell if they made an impact.

I could stop her from seeking her revenge, she thought, but knew that she never would.

Alice gained three notifications at the same time.

Numi: Another level in Lock Picking

Iggy: A level in his Burning Claws and Fire Breath

The last was Prim, who gained a level in Mother of All as she helped to reinforce Alice’s order.

Her three dragons gaining such experience was more than enough for Alice to gain a level as well.

I’m that much closer to yet another sub-aspect, she thought half hysterically. Prim will want it.

The new level made it that much easier for Numi to unpick the magical lock that bound the chains together.

The moment they loosened, the male wood dragon reached up and snagged the Sorcerer riding him with a claw and dragged him off his seat. The man screamed and sent flying knives at his flank. But even knives the length of a palm were nothing to the might of a huge dragon.

The male’s jaws closed over his head and torso. The scream cut out.

Then he turned a hateful gaze toward the mining camp.

“Alice… Alice!”

Oliver shook her shoulder, and Alice realized she had been staring intently at the wood dragons. With an effort, she tore her gaze away.

“You must stop them,” Oliver said urgently. “Now they’re free, they’re going to destroy the mining town and any villages nearby!”

“No,” Alice said. “They won’t.”

She held out her arm. “Prim.”

Her first dragon delicately moved from her shoulder to her forearm, where she sat back and extended her rose-gold wings. They seemed to glow in the late afternoon light.

Then Alice strode forward to the male wood dragon, who had bent his head to finish the rest of his… meal.

At her approach, he raised his head and stared at her with a challenge in his eyes.

“Get away from here,” Alice said. “Take your mate, find your hatchling, and flee.”

He paused and glanced back toward the mining village in silent protest.

“Now!” Alice snapped.

Prim extended her neck and let out a defiant roar.

She was still so small compared to the wood dragon, but the sound of her voice hit him like a physical blow. He stepped back with a snarl.

“They have wronged me,” he said lowly. “They deserve to be punished.”

“They have wronged a lot of people,” Alice told him, “And they will be punished. Meanwhile, your hatchling needs you.” She took another step forward, putting her well within snapping distance of his great jaws.

She wasn’t sure where she found her power from—if it came from Prim’s Mother of All status, or something in her class. But she felt it build and push against him as if it were a physical force. “Go. This isn’t a request, and I will not warn you again.”

He gave her a dubious look, but then his defiance left him all at once. With a nod, he turned and sent out a hooting call to his mate.

She stopped a few dozen feet from Sorcerers and Wizards who were now caught in a thicket of thorns. Her call back to him did not have any words, but Alice caught the questioning note in her voice.

In answer, the male leapt into the sky—flying free for the first time in a long time.

The female gave one last resentful look to the trapped magic-classers, but with a leap, followed him.

Alice turned to see Oliver and Samantha staring at her with wide eyes.

“She really can control the dragons,” Samantha breathed. “Thank the System.”

Alice shrugged one shoulder and reached to pet Prim. “She helped.”

Iggy flew past in a streak of very smug scarlet. “I successfully dispatched one enemy, though there are many more,” he said with a look toward the magic-classers trapped in the thicket.

From the expressions on their faces and the way they very carefully tried not to move, the fight had gone out of them.

Alice heard a glad cry and turned to see Dolly, her face covered in fine coal dust, fall into Breyden’s arms. She didn’t seem to care a bit about the dirt.

“Well, at least that’s one good thing to come out of this mess,” Oliver muttered.

Alice looked at him. “And the dragons.”

“Loose dragons with a fresh hatred for people.” He shook his head with a sigh and held out a hand. “Give me the portal stone, if you please. I will contact the Protectorate. I believe we have ample evidence for more investigators to come here.”


Chapter Forty-Eight




The rest of the day was a whirlwind. Alice, thankfully, was mostly pushed to the background as others of the Protectorate Guild took over.

Once Oliver returned and gave his official report, which included an immediate attack upon their arrival, more guild members were cleared to come on over.

People from the camp were soon processed and interviewed, and the magic-classers were cut free from their thorny cage and put into detention.

Though it seemed to Alice that the emphasis was on the guild legally claiming the rewards of the mine for their own.

Alice had mixed feelings about that. If justice was fair, the fruits of the mine should go to the low classers who were forced to dig it all up. But of course, no one would reward a simple General Laborer or Miner for doing their jobs.

Alice was at least able to secure a promise that every low classer would be allowed to return to the capital if they wanted.

Some immediately took them up on this offer as they were eager to reunite with friends and family. But a greater portion elected to stay under the new management that was set up. Many of the General Laborers turned Miners enjoyed the new, specialized work.

Oliver found her later that evening, sharing a simple meal of bread and cheese with her dragons.

He looked awkward. “Those large dragons haven’t returned.”

She blinked at him. “Yes? I would be very surprised if they did. There’s nothing here for them to return to.”

He coughed lightly. “Well, I thought—uh—you see, when you feed a wild animal for too long, it can become dependent on people. I suspected they would return when they became… hungry.” He trailed off awkwardly.

“They won’t return,” Alice said softly. “They aren’t simple animals and while revenge can be tempting, they have more to live for.”

And she intended to make sure of it.

He stared at her in consideration and then nodded once. “Very well.” Then, to Alice’s surprise, he sat next to her in the shade of the tree. “Will you be returning with us to the Protectorate once this is over?”

She was mildly surprised he thought she had a choice in the matter. Then again, she would not mind returning. Yes, the elder Seer made it clear they would use her as a tool to secure their current objectives, but she would be working for the greater good: to right the wrongs of dragons.

But if she had a choice…

“No,” she said. “I would like to secure this wild territory first. I very much doubt those wood dragons are the only wild ones nearby.”

Oliver nodded, though he did not look surprised. “You’ve done very well, Alice, for your first time out.” He paused. “I am glad you’re on our side.”

She couldn’t help it. She burst out laughing.

Oliver looked at her with confusion, but it was Numi who clarified, peeking out from where she had been eavesdropping.

“As opposed to being on some dark classer’s side? Yes, I suppose you should be very glad.”

“That’s not quite what I meant,” he said, flustered.

Smiling, Alice thought it would be wise to change the subject. “I believe that Breyden and Dolly will be staying here, too.”

“Oh?” Oliver started, then visibly paused. “Well, yes, it makes sense. I know he feels he is sometimes lost in my and our father’s shadow, which is ridiculous, but…” He trailed off. “Is there something else that makes you say that?”

She nodded. “Yes. As a matter of fact, I have a job for them. I should think that they will thrive with a new purpose, don’t you?”
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The next day

Alice turned to Breyden. “And this is the back door. Trust me, it’s easiest to come and go from here instead of the front. Otherwise, someone will just try to catch you in conversation.”

“Oh, Alice! You’ve always been too introverted for your own good,” Dolly said, from where she practically hung off Breyden’s arm. It had been nearly a day and a night since Dolly had been released from the mine, and Alice had yet to see the two of them more than a foot from one another.

Dolly seemed perfectly fine from her experiences, as if being kidnapped and forced to work in a mine hadn’t touched her at all.

As soon as she found water and soap to wash with, she was back to her old self—and still a General Laborer. Though Alice hoped with enough practice, she would become an Apprentice Merchant soon.

Alice turned the knob on the back door. Immediately, a blue and white streak flew out, chittering with excitement.

Alice braced herself, thinking Spark meant to greet her. But the little sub-aspect crashed into Iggy, greeting him like a long-lost brother he hadn’t seen in ages.

“What was that?” Dolly asked in alarm.

“That’s Spark. He protects the store. You’re going to have to get used to him. And Fixie,” Alice added before she went in.

The store was not perhaps back to its former glory, but things were more organized than she had ever seen. Somehow, Fixie had managed to repair much of the broken furniture. Now that they stood straight, she had folded and placed clothing, other linens, and bits and bobs on them.

The little dragon was madly knitting in a corner. Upon their entrance, she looked up at them, chirped a quick greeting, and then looked back to her work.

“This is all yours?” Breyden said. He seemed mildly impressed.

Alice turned to them. “Yes, and I’m hoping you and Dolly will manage it for me.”

That stopped them both short. Dolly gasped. Alice had not fully told them the reasons for coming here, though they had to have guessed something like this. As always, Dolly needed to be dramatic.

“But… Alice, are you sure? After what I did?”

“After you stole from me?” Alice asked archly.

“Yes, though… it was only a little in the grand scheme of things. And I fully meant to replace it!” Dolly quailed under her look. “I am sorry. My only excuse is that it was for love. Don’t you see?” She pulled Breyden to her. “So, it worked out for the best! Though… I am sorry,” she added again.

Alice rolled her eyes and thought it best to ignore that pseudo apology. She looked at Breyden. “The fact is, I don’t know how to run a store.”

He ran a hand over his face, considering. “And it already comes with stock. May I see the ledgers?”

“They’re upstairs,” Alice said. “In your loft.”

“It’s a home, too!” Dolly squealed. “Breyden, please say yes. It could be a new start for the both of us!”

“Standard manager’s cut?” Breyden asked.

Alice winced. “I don’t know what that is.”

“Thirty-three percent of all profits.”

She thought about it for a moment. “Yes, but I will have Numi look at the ledgers on a regular basis and ensure everything is accurate.” And possibly future sub-aspects of Numi’s as well.

Alice was willing to overlook Dolly’s theft in the face of delegation, but she wasn’t willing to entirely forget.

He pulled himself up. “I would expect no less.”


Chapter Forty-Nine




“Truthfully,” Alice admitted to her dragons as they walked into the forest together, “I’m glad to leave the store behind. It was a shelter that kept us safe while we were new here, but I don’t know how to run a store. I’m not a merchant.” She let out a sigh. “I’m much better off letting someone else run it for me.”

“You could have learned,” Numi said. “Or else created more sub-aspects, then they could have helped you with the math and the ledgers and invoicing. You would have had to do the customer service… and the haggling, though I could have helped more with that.”

Alice thought of sitting at a desk with all that paperwork, then the day-to-day of running a store and gave a delicate shudder. “I think I’d rather discover what dragons there are in this territory and beyond.”

“There are dragons in many places,” Prim agreed. “Though the Protectorate Guild will surely summon you to return at some point.”

“There’s no doubt. Now that they have someone who can deal with dragon related problems.”

Iggy swooped close, calling as he passed, “Someone who is not a dark classer.”

“But can be fierce and tricky when she needs to be,” Numi added happily.

Alice took a bracing breath filled with the scents of the forest. “I’m looking forward to seeing new lands and finding out what is in them.”

Iggy swam through the air in a tight circle and flowed back over her head to add more thought. “And stopping the rise of a dark classer.”

“Yes,” Prim agreed quietly. “With the closing of the mine, we have surely cut off one source of his funds. Though there are likely others.”

“Which means many more battles to come!” Iggy seemed incredibly excited about it.

“That, too,” Alice agreed. She wasn’t nearly as excited.

“That also means you must create more fierce sub-aspects for me!”

“We will see when the time comes,” Alice temporized to forestall yet another argument about who was to get the newest sub-aspect.

Numi suddenly halted in place so abruptly that Alice had to do a quick step around her to keep from tripping. Prim, who was on her shoulder as usual, spread her wings for balance and squawked a reprimand at her. Numi ignored her.

“Alice, if we continue on this way, we will likely run into the wood dragon’s territory again.”

“Yes,” Alice said. “That is exactly my plan.”

There was at least one more loose thread to tie off before she could consider her business here done. And she looked forward to seeing how the reunion of parents and child had gone.
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The male wood dragon found them well before they came close to the spring-fed creek where the hatchling had been the last time. As before, he was not seen until he was ready. One moment, they walked past an unremarkable stand of trees.

The next moment, those trees warped, and a very large wood dragon stood in their place.

Iggy gave a hiss of warning and the wood dragon’s gaze was all for Alice. He opened his mouth to speak, but Alice got there first.

“Are you okay?” She looked him up and down, wincing as she saw blackened scales and bits of dried blood. “Are your injuries... are they bad?”

He didn’t seem to care about that. “If you truly cared about such things, you would have never kept me from taking my revenge on those who injured me,” he growled. Anyone with eyes could see that he was not happy.

Alice stiffened her spine. “I kept the situation from becoming worse and I gave you and your mate your freedom. Do you think that those magical classers would have allowed you two to leave if you attacked them? Or other people?”

“We did attack humans—”

“You were under magical chains at the time,” she said. “That matters.”

He shook his head and his tail swiped back and forth in agitation, but Alice kept her body language firm. In truth, she had no defense if he truly wanted to kill her. As much as she loved her dear Iggy, there was not much he could do if he were forced to defend her.

She had only herself and her gut instinct which told her that the dragon was mostly grumbling.

A moment later, he growled out, “I suppose any injuries my mate and I took were well worth it to be free of those chains.”

Alice thought so, too. She nodded. “Is there anything that you need? Anything I can do to help?”

Quietly, unsaid in her mind was: is there anything I can do to hurry you and your hatchling along, so you get away from human civilization?

She suspected part of the reason why the wood dragons had not swung back around and taken their revenge on the mining camp was because of those injuries. But as he said, they would heal, and at that point, they may fixate on revenge. She wanted to dissuade them, and the further they were away from the mining village, the better.

Abruptly, he grew frustrated, his head swinging back and forth in wider, frustrated, arcs. “All is not well.”

“What is wrong?” Her breath caught in her throat. “The child? The hatchling?”

“Yes,” he growled out and then he started to turn. “Come.”


Chapter Fifty




For a heart-stopping second, she thought he meant that she should ride on his back. It was an idea that was both thrilling and terrifying. She did want to ride a dragon, but... she would rather it be one of her own dragons. Not him. She had no connection to him, and he could easily roll in the air and throw her from his back without any warning.

Then the wood dragon began to walk, and Alice realized he had not meant to fly at all. In fact, his wings remained tucked tight against his back.

Feeling a little silly, she followed.

The vegetation was thick in the forest and a creature of his size should not have been able to pass through it. But as he moved, the trees, branches, brambles, and all types of wood stuff swayed out of his way.

As long as she and her dragons stayed within the vicinity of his tail, they could walk freely. The moment he passed, however, the forest returned back to its normal state with a sound of creaking wood. Alice kept close. It was nice not to have to duck out of the way to avoid branches. Even the burrs that were hidden in the grasses tucked themselves out of her path.

So, following him made it quite easy to walk up the ridge. She tried to start a conversation a few times, “What is wrong with the hatchling? Is it okay?” and received stony silence.

Alice exchanged glances with Prim who shrugged her wings. Iggy had a scowl on his face and watched the wood dragon with suspicion. Numi only looked thoughtful.

The trees parted for a final time and Alice walked into a clearing that she recognized. It was the same meadow where she had first seen the hatchling.

The female wood dragon stood on the other side with a scowl wrinkling her face. Not too far away, the young hatchling splashed around in a spring that had come up in the middle of the meadow. 

Alice’s shoulders relaxed as she saw that, outwardly, the hatchling looked healthy. Though... she didn’t remember a spring being exactly in this location before. It had been on the other side of the clearing. Even the weeds around the spring showed golden brown as if they had not been exposed to a good deal of water recently.

Had a new spring bubbled up in the last few days? Or had it been somehow moved?

The female wood dragon looked up at their approach, gaze on Alice. She ducked her head. “She of Many Dragons, I thank you for mine and my mate’s freedom.”

Well, at least someone thanked her around her. “Of course. It’s what I do—”

“But I must ask for your assistance once again,” she said almost before Alice stopped speaking.

That drew her up short. “Your mate said there was something wrong with the hatchling?” She glanced over and saw the young dragon still playing—probably reassured by the presence of the older dragons. “She looks healthy.”

“Wrong? No,” the dragon replied, though the last word was through grit teeth. “As you can see, this is a nature dragon. Not a wood dragon.”

There was silence afterward. Alice looked between the two wood dragons and the hatchling. The hatchling had what looked like living vegetation growing from its back and its feet were noticeably thicker at the ankles and colored a deeper brown. It gave the effect like the feet had just been pulled out of mud. Her eyes were also a stormy gray while her parents were new-leaf green.

Alice had noticed some differences before, but other animals looked different from young to mature. Why not dragons?

“I don’t understand,” she said. “Is this not your hatchling?”

That was a worrying thought. It meant there was another egg out there, and possibly a pair of nature dragons missing their hatchling.

“She is ours, but...” The male dragon trailed off and exchanged glances with the female.

She sighed, her wings sagging. “Sometimes, a wood dragon may become a nature dragon. Or may be born one if the affinity is not quite... right.”

“We were being pursued by the Sorcerers and had to abandon this young one before it even hatched,” the male said. “Perhaps if we were there when the egg cracked...”

“You don’t know that for sure,” his mate shot back. It sounded already like a well-trod argument. She turned to Alice. “It is a nature dragon which means that it is fundamentally different from us. It does not recognize us as its parents.” She paused. “And in my heart, I do not recognize it as my true-born hatchling.”

Prim hissed at that. “You are not an unthinking animal who rejects its young. You are a dragon! Surely, you can find a way to manage this.”

That was, perhaps, a bit harsh. But Alice didn’t think she was wrong.

The female wood dragon bristled—and so did the trees around her, turning sharp branches their way—but she didn’t attack. Her voice remained clipped. “As I said, the hatchling does not recognize us as its parents, and we cannot give it the upbringing that it needs.”

“That she needs,” Alice said quietly.

During this back and forth, she watched the young nature dragon quietly splashing around in the spring. While she seemed to take certain comfort in the larger dragons, not once did she look up at them for reassurance or to include them in her splashing. They were strangers.

The male wood dragon came right to it. “You are She of Many Dragons. You could raise it.”

She had been afraid that was where this was heading. “I do have an aspect token,” she said, “But I tried before, on reflex, and—” She looked at Prim with guilt.

“I did not have enough levels,” Prim said easily.

“No, dear. You’re my aspect. It was my fault,” Alice insisted.

“You have grown stronger since then,” Prim said. “And we can add our magical power to yours. I am Mother of All. I believe we can do this.”

“I’ve never raised a thing in my life,” Alice protested. “No, Prim, you do not count. You were born with your mind nearly mature. You all were,” she added, looking at Numi and Iggy. She glanced at the wood dragons. “You truly trust me that much? You don’t know me.”

“The hatchling is not aspected to us,” the female wood dragon said as if that was all the answer—all the excuse—she needed. Perhaps to her, it was. Alice could not easily imagine Numi raising a dragon like Iggy. In fact, Prim’s Mother of All was a special type. It probably meant she could lay and feel connected to any dragon.

“Prim, Numi, and Iggy were made for me. I could never part from them,” Alice muttered, mostly to herself.

The male wood dragon snorted. “You have never loved something and then let it go?”

That caused her to pause. She cocked her head, distantly aware she looked a lot like her dragons when they were thinking. “Once she is grown, could I release her from one of my aspects?”

Numi gasped at the thought, and Iggy shuddered.

Prim, however, cocked her head to the opposite direction of Alice’s head cock. “Yes,” she said. “Though you would lose that aspect token.”

“That is a fair trade,” Alice said. “I do not like the idea of this hatchling living so close to humans. She doesn’t realize she’s in danger.” She looked up at the adult wood dragons, considering. “I will raise it, but in return you must swear not to take your revenge on the mining camp. I know I told you to leave once, and you did, but now you must not return. With this hatchling taken care of, you have nothing here holding you down. Leave and stay far away from humans.”

The male growled at that, and the female looked no happier. But she was the first to nod.

“Yes, I swear.”

Alice turned to the male expectantly.

He hesitated a moment longer, casting an eye at the hatchling, then finally nodded his big head. “Yes, in return for the safekeeping of this hatchling, I swear.”

Alice didn’t miss the fact that he called it ‘this hatchling’ not ‘his’ hatchling. It seemed that the two adults truly had no connection to the young dragon. It was a pity, but at least something that Alice could help with.

She inhaled a breath and then stepped forward, mentally accessing her class as she did.

The hatchling had not reacted much to the conversation—she was not certain how much was understood, or if the idea of bonding didn’t matter one way or the other.

Though the dragon’s head perked up when Alice moved toward her with intent.

“It’s okay, I’d like to be your friend,” Alice said. “And I’m hoping you will be mine.”

The dragon just stared at her. Vaguely, Alice felt a tingle in the air that echoed with her own class. She guessed that the hatchling was gathering the power of nature to defend herself if need be. Unlike her parents, she could call on more than just the vegetation to aid. She had the water in the spring, rocks on the bank, and even the surrounding air. Not to mention, she was already the size of a large horse and was physically formidable.

She could be quite the foe... and also a powerful ally.

Alice kept her voice calm as she spoke again. “I would like to help you grow big and strong. You’ve done well out here, but you have been all by yourself and that is not a proper way to grow up.” She glanced at her friends, her dragons. Prim stood at her shoulder. Numi scuttled near her feet, and Iggy swam through the air over her head. “These are my friends, and they would like you to join, too.”

Prim let out a low croon and the young hatchling turned to glance at the wood dragons. It wasn’t for permission or even for reassurance. It was a fleeting, impersonal look, as if wondering if they would interfere or not.

Alice took another step. She was so close, she could reach out to touch the young dragon’s nose if she dared.

“I promise to protect you, to care for you... and when it’s time, if you want, I promise to let you go live your own life.” She spared her own glance at the other dragons. “That goes for all of you.”

“We will not leave you, Alice,” Numi said fiercely, pressing her head against Alice’s knee.

Prim agreed. “I am your first dragon, and I will never leave!”

“As if I would ever let you go undefended,” Iggy scoffed.

Alice spared a smile for them, then returned her attention back to the hatchling. She watched Alice with big stormy eyes.

Alice raised her hand and held it, palm out. “It’s up to you. I won’t force you to accept. I’ll only ask. Do you want to join us?”

Then she allowed the System prompt to appear.

Do you wish to make this dragon an aspect of your class?

She waited for a moment to give the hatchling dragon some time to think. She imagined that she saw a bit of hesitation in her eyes. After all, she was so very young and what Alice asked was so very big.

But in the end, the hatchling met her gaze. She waited for Alice to make her move.

Yes, I want to make this dragon an aspect of my class, Alice thought. I want to help her grow strong and add her power to my own for as long as she wants to stay with me.

There was a flash of light between herself and the dragon. Alice half-expected another error.

Instead, she felt in a way she had never felt with the others, the nature dragon’s abilities and sense of self added to the group. It felt like a piece of a puzzle had clicked in. She was a perfect fit for their group.

Alice blinked, her eyes filling up with tears. She closed the gap, and her hand touched the nature dragon’s muzzle. It was as soft as new moss.

“I’m Alice,” she said. “Do you have a name?”

“Natura,” she replied in a soft wind-through-the-branches voice.

Alice grinned. It was a little on the nose, but at least it wasn’t a tongue twister like the other dragons. She could easily say it without shortening it. “That is a beautiful name.”

Her other dragons came forward to welcome Natura and Alice took the opportunity to look over her sheet. Sure enough, she was a full aspect and not listed as a sub-aspect like Spark and Fixie.

Aspect 4

“Natura”

Level: 1

Skills: 3/3

Elemental nature manipulation (Permanent skill. Locked): 2

Vegetation concealment: 3

Claw strike: 1

She came with her own skills... and they were quite high leveled for being only an overall level 1. Either the low Claw Strike skill was severely impacting her overall average, or...

Alice glanced between Natura and her dragons, noticing their size difference right from the start. Could it be that her dragons, which were hatched as aspects of a rarified class, were quicker to level?

It could be that this was normal for wood dragons and their variations. Alice looked away from Natura to ask her wood dragon parents, only to find the clearing empty.

Prim noticed her distraction and pointed with one wing to the sky. “There. Look for the distortion right above the horizon.”

Alice squinted. If not for Prim pointing it out, she would have never seen it. There was an indistinct dragon-sized wobble in the air, which quickly faded from view.

The wood dragons were able to move without detection in the forest, but it seemed they had to resort to normal camouflage in the sky... and they weren’t very good at it.

“They left? Just like that?” She was aghast and looked down in guilt at Natura, who spoke rather shyly with Numi.

“Of course,” Prim said unconcerned. “You honored your agreement, so they must hold to theirs. You notice they are flying deeper into the forest and not toward the mining camp.”

They could have at least said goodbye, Alice thought, but did not say because she did not want to upset Natura. Not that the hatchling seemed concerned about their absence. Perhaps it was as the wood dragons said—there was no connection between parents and child.

Well, I will be family to her, Alice promised herself.

Iggy landed on a nearby branch and glowered at the clearing. “The sun will set within a few hours. Are we to go back to the store?”

“No, I want to let Breyden and Dolly settle in for tonight.” Besides, she did not think a nature dragon would enjoy the atmosphere of the town. That was fine. Alice did not intend to go back to civilization in the near future. She had exploring to do and new dragons to find.

“Natura, do you know of anything edible in the forest?” Alice asked.

“Roots and berries,” she whispered. At Iggy’s disgusted look, she added. “And fish.”

“I have coins, if you want to try them,” Numi added. She looked at Natura up and down. “Though you are quite large, and it could become expensive quickly. Perhaps you should try coppers first.”

“I like roots.”

Alice smiled and allowed Natura to show them around her clearing. She knew every plant, borrow, and trickle of stream and led them to a spot sheltered by a twining of trees. Soft grass grew underneath.

“Tonight, we’ll make do with a campfire, but I will return to the store tomorrow,” Alice said. “For supplies to outfit us for a long trip.”

Surely the Protectorate Guild would come seeking her, and there was the threat of a rising dark classer still out there. By the time they met up again, Alice intended for her and her dragons to be strong enough to stand up to both.

The End.

Thank you for reading! If you liked it, a review or even just a rating will help a ton. I’m an indie author, so ratings and reviews have outsized impact on what Amazon chooses to make visible.

Alice and her dragons’ story will be continued in She of Many Dragons book 2
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The most Arthur could hope for was to someday earn a trash-tier spell card. When fate grants him a Master of Skills card, he's thrust into a world of opportunity and danger.

To survive and grow strong, Arthur must learn skills. All the skills.

All The Skills: Book 1

All The Skills: Book 2

All The Skills: Book 3

All The Skills: Book 4
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